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WALTER JOHNSON

Agency

A Ghost Story

THIS IS THE STORY of a historian and a word. The historian is Her-
bert Gutman, generally recognized as the progenitor (for thisisalsoa
story of ancestors—ancestors recognized and disavowed—and even
ghosts) of the “new labor history” in the United States. The word is
agency. It was not Gutman’s word, but it has come to haunt, to pos-
sess, his legacy. Put more directly: this is the story of how the injunc-
tion to write the history of enslaved people “from the bottom up” was
compressed into the impulse to “give them back their agency.” Run-
ning through historical writing about African Americans, the concept
of “agency”—the capacity of individuals to act rationally and au-
tonomously in pursuit of their own interests (almost always defined
as the pursuit of civil rights and economic choice)—has emerged as
the scarcely articulated master narrative, the common sense, of Afri-
can American history. The point is not to question the importance of
bottom-up histories but rather to suggest that students and scholars
alike should refocus their attention on the material conditions and
determinations of “agency”: to think of historical actors as embed-
ded rather than autonomous. As Karl Marx famously observed in
1852, “Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they
please; they donot make it under circumstances chosen by themselves,
but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted
from the past.”

AGENCY: A GHOST STORY

The story, at least as it is usually told, begins in the middle: 1964, to
be precise, with the U.S. publication of E. P. Thompson’s The Making
of the English Working Class. In Thompson, Gutman found a model of
how to write about the “agency” (Thompson’s word) of working peo-
ple, to which he would return for the rest of his life. Thompson framed
his study as a response to an overly rigid and determinist version of
Marxism. “The working class,” Thompson wrote in describing the
sort of determinism he was criticizing, “is assumed to have a real ex-
istence, which can be defined almost mathematically—so many men
[sic—a masculinist universalism to which we will return] who stand
in certain relation to the means of production. Once thisisassumed it
becomes possible to deduce the class-consciousness which ‘it” ought
to have (but seldom does have) if ‘it’ was properly aware of its own
position and its real interests.””

In place of this strict (“almost mathematical”) notion of eco-
nomic base-ideological superstructure determination, Thompson
proposed a notion of class as a “fluency,” a dynamic process by which
working people came to understand themselves as related to one an-
other as they shaped radical and sometimes impossible notions of the
future out of the confrontation between their present circumstances
and their past lives: “Class happens when some men, as a result of
common experiences (inherited or shared), feel and articulate the
identity of their interests as between themselves, and as against other
men whose interests are different from (and usually opposed to)
theirs.” And, furthermore, specifically addressing the question of the
relationship of material life to ideology (the question of “determina-

tion”) and of the translation of cultural history into class conscious-

ness: “The class experience is largely determined by the productive
relations into which men are born—or enter involuntarily. Class-
consciousness is the way in which these experiences are handled in
cultural terms: embodied in traditions, value-systems, ideas, and in-
stitutional forms.”

For Herbert Gutman, those came as welcome words. In 1963 Gut-
man had published “The Workers’ Search for Power.” The essay out-

lined a vision of labor history that focused on workers “themselves,
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their communities, and the day-to-day occurrences that shaped their
outlook.” Gutman later described the essay as a departure from older
institutionally oriented labor history and “determinist and teleo-
logical” Marxism. Ten years later, Gutman published what quickly
became the archetypical essay in “the new labor history”: “Work,
Culture, and Society in Industrializing America.” The essay bore
the imprint of “the cultural turn” in British Marxism; while reiterat-
ing his criticism of a labor history based on the history of unions to
which “few” workers belonged, Gutman adopted a dynamic notion
of working-class “culture as a resource.” The essay recast traditional
historical chronology in its comparative analysis of three moments in
the history of the United States: the preindustrial (1815-1843), the in-
dustrial (1843-1893), and the mature industrial (1893-1919). Each era,
Gutman argued, saw the introduction of first-generation proletarians
to factories: in succession, rural American whites, urban artisans, and
European immigrants became industrial wage workers. The history of
labor in the United States, he concluded, had been decisively shaped
by the repeated confrontation of “pre-industrial” or “pre-modern”
workers and work habits with the demands of industrialization.*

Gutman’s vision of the history of American labor was structured
by a complex notion of historical time. “Work, Culture, and Society”
urged the re-framing of U.S. history around the history of labor. In
place of the orthodox framing of the history of the nineteenth-century
United States as a more-or-less linear progression toward the Civil
War, Gutman suggested a version of American history characterized
by historical comparisons across time and space. The essay ranges
freely through time and is characterized by suggestive and some-
times disorienting juxtapositions between time periods and groups
of workers; a discussion of the wives and children of Nantucket whal-
ers, for example, almost imperceptibly turns into a point about Jewish
glove makers in Chicagoin 1920

Gutman’s overall argument is framed by a notion of historical rep-
etition: at every turn, the history of labor in the United Stateshad been
characterized by resistance on the part of workers and violence on the
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part of owners. This history of repeated violence was itself structured
by a notion of time: the idea that each confrontation was shaped by
the sort of people workers were before they entered the factory, by the
nested temporalities that linked the terms first-generation and prein-
dustrial. Finally, there was the historian’s own time. Toward the end of
the essay, in a passage to which we will return, Gutman suggested that
the process he was describinghad “greatimplications for understand-
ingthe larger national American culture” of the 1960s and 1970s. Ashe
did throughout his career, Gutman linked his history to his politics,
drawing upon the past in his confrontation with the present much as
he argued that American and immigrant workers had done through-
out their history. By searching out forgotten possibilities and defeated
hopes, he sought to reveal the contingency of the settled order and to
model the possibility of its transformation.®

“Work, Culture, and Society” sought to generalize from its spe-
cific cases to a set of larger lessons about working-class history across
time and place. Lowell mill girls with their “queer names” (Triphena,
Plumy, Elgardy, etc.) and “outlandish fashions,” journeymen tailors
in the 1870s discussing “local and national politics, points of law;, phi-
losophy, physics, and religion,” and Slavic steelworkers in Hammond,
Indiana, kissing an ivory Christ as they “swore not to scab” in 1910
were, in effect, discrete in time and space but linked in their repeti-
tion of the same underlying process. In place of a Marxian notion of
determination or historical process (the idea that the given organiza-
tion of production at a time and place would shape or “determine”
the ways in which workers understood their circumstances), Gutman
was suggesting that American history had been structured by a set
of meta-historical repetitions: culturally distinct though structur-
ally analogous confrontations between past-rooted traditions and
present conditions. Historians, Gutman wrote, should “focus on the
particularities of both the groups involved and the society into which
they enter. Transitions differ and depend upon the two at specific
historical moments. But at all times there is a resultant tension.” For
Gutman, behind the ostensible historical specificity was an overarch-
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ing (meta-historical) argument—a general theory according to which
the specifics of time and place might be seen as the momentary hosts
of alarger underlying process.’

Atthis pointthe storygets complicated. Actually, the storyhasbeen
complicated for some time (although it is not always told that way),
but at this point it turns into a ghost story. For the seemingly white
labor history essay “Work, Culture, and Society” was haunted by more
than a set of meta-historical repetitions. It was haunted by blackness:
by what Toni Morrison has termed an “Africanist presence.” Why
refer to this as a haunting? Gutman was quite clear about the fact that
“Work, Culture, and Society” was not an essay about black people. He
said so in the text right at the start. Though they “deserved” a place
in a comprehensive labor history, Gutman wrote, blacks would not
be “given notice . . . the focus in these pages is on free white labor.”
And yet, rhetorically banished as they were to its margins, African
Americans kept reappearing at crucial moments in Gutman’s argu-
ment. Indeed, one might say that the entire essay is orchestrated by a
blackness that is only occasionally—but always at crucial turns in the
argument—visible in the text. Gutman’s essay emerged at the junc-
ture between the silencing of blackness that was its stated condition
of possibility and the unspoken concern with African American his-
tory that animates its purpose.®

Peculiarly (unless one believes in ghosts), when Gutman collected
his essays for republication in 1975, he introduced them with a joke
about “the lives of Brother O’Neill, his wife, and their black friend.”
The joke was a fairly benign version of what once must have been a
rougher-edged and more titillating joke (black-worker-meets-Irish-
coworker’s-wife was the premise; “he seemed just like anyone else”
was the punchline) and had been told by the white woman activist
Mary White Ovington to the Jamaican poet Claude McKay. For Oving-
ton, and Gutman in turn, the story was emblematic of the “common
interests” among workers once “caste lines disappear.” That the
“common interest” in question was the shared interest of male work-
ers—white and black—in a single woman suggests the ways in which
Gutman’s resolution to the dilemmas of race was through the time-
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less verities of heterosex: a notion of interracial male subjectivity
that brings blackness into a text from which it would almost as soon
be rhetorically banished.’

Other images of the blackness that Gutman explicitly disavowed
as the subject of his essay bolster the essay at several key junctures.
Taken together, indeed, they might be said to serve as its unacknowl-
edged architecture or, put differently, its animating spirit. The distinc-
tionbetween “culture” and “society” upon which the essay turns (and
which Gutman used toreplace the verticality of a base-superstructure
notion of determination with a more horizontal and fluid account of
working-class culture) has roots in a series of essays by the historical
anthropologists Eric Wolf and Sidney Mintz about slavery and Afri-
can American culture. Gutman included a long footnote that cited
the writings of black leaders Frederick Douglass and W. E. B. Du Bois
to argue that “the behavior and thought of rural and urban blacks fits
the larger patterns suggested here in a special way” because “enslave-
ment followed by racial exclusion sustained among blacks a culture
that despite change remained preindustrial for more than merely two
or three generations.” He framed the conclusion to the essay with a
quotation from the renowned black novelist Ralph Ellison: “Much
of what gets into American literature gets there because so much is
left out.” “That also,” Gutman noted, “has been the case in the writ-
ing of American working-class history.” Indeed, expanding upon that
point, one might argue that “Work, Culture, and Society” made sense,
obtained coherence, at the juncture where what it said about African
American history, the moments when it leaned on black history or
black writers to steady its course through its argument about “free
white labor,” met what it left unsaid: the vexing unasked questions
about black workers and black culture that haunt its edge."

Perhaps the clearest of these meaning-making apparitions occurs
when Gutman makes one of his characteristic efforts to link his his-
torical analysis to contemporary political concerns by taking up the
question of violence. Quoting from a New York Times symposium
published in the aftermath of the nationwide series of black uprisings
that followed the April 1968 assassination of Martin Luther King Jr.,
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Gutman completed the historical circuit of his argument that “cer-
tain recurrent disorders and conflicts relate directly to the process
that has continually ‘adjusted’ men and women to regular work habits
and to the discipline of factory labor.” The history of the white work-
ing class in the United States was thus recast as analytical prologue to
that of black revolt in the 1960s. African Americans (disavowed as the
subject of Gutman’s essay) turned out to epitomize its contemporary
relevance; “Work, Culture, and Society” turns out to be an essay that
is finally configured around—preoccupied by—the very subject Gut-
man promised not to talk about."

There are several ways to explain the revenant, or ghostly, black-
ness in Gutman’s summary essay on the history of (white) work, cul-
ture, and society. Although he later attempted to shift attention from
the broader context of the period in which he wrote to the more proxi-
mate intellectual influence of historianslike E. P. Thompson (perhaps
inaccordance with his resistance to the idea of social determination),
the years in which Gutman was writing “Work, Culture, and Society”
were violent ones in the United States. In upstate New York, where
Gutman was living, there were uprisings in Rochester in July 1964 and
in Buffalo in June 1967 and again in April 1968. And so on: Hunter’s
Point in San Francisco in September 1966 (Gutman held a fellowship
at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Science in Palo
Alto during the academic year 1966-67); Attica in 1971. It is hard to
believe that any sentient person, particularly as politically engaged
a person as Herbert Gutman, could have been any less affected by
these events than by reading Thompson’s bottom-up history of “the
poor stockinger, the Luddite cropper .. . and the ‘obsolete’ hand-loom
weaver” of the English past.””

And, in fact, in these years Gutman was doing a good deal of work
on African American labor history. His essays on the history of black
workers are pointedly anti-racist even as they stretch toward what
was perhaps an unreachable aspiration: the discovery of a “usable
past” of interracial-working-class solidarity and collective action in
the industrializing United States. “The Negro and the United Mine
Workers of America: The Career and Letters of Richard L. Davis and
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the United Mine Workers and Something of their Meaning, 1890
1900” is emblematic. The essay uses the letters of black miner, union
organizer, and UMW National Executive Board member Richard L.
Davis to trace the possibilities and limitations of interracial union-
ism at the turn of the century. Black unionists like Davis, it shows,
were confronted with an extraordinary task. They faced, at once, the
racism of white miners (which Gutman attributed mostly to the
corporate-organized transportation of often-unwitting southern
blacks to northern coal fields to serve as strikebreakers); the skepti-
cism of African American workers, who associated unions with Dem-
ocratic politics, race baiting, and white supremacy; and much of the
leadership of the UMW and the American Federation of Labor (most
notably the latter’s leader, Samuel Gompers), who lustily, vitupera-
tively, and repeatedly proved the skeptics right."

Gutman’s essay on the United Mine Workers (UMW) demonstrates
a deep reading in the African American intellectual tradition; W. E. B.
Du Bois, John Hope Franklin, and Pan-Africanist Rayford Logan take
center stage, while European social historians E. P. Thompson and Eric
Hobsbawm resort to the footnotes (three of them, to be precise). And
it suggests the ferment, if not the distress, of a mind in transition. The
title gradually shrinks its subject from “the Negro” to “the Career and
Letters” of one “Negro,” to “something of their meaning.” The conclu-
sion itself juxtaposes the aspirations and episodic successes of Davis
and those like him to “the dominant influence” of the racist Gompers
and the anti-unionist Booker T. Washington, suggesting—hoping?—
the history of successful labor interracialism might be concealed in
the still-to-be-studied recesses of local history. The essay provides
less a historical legacy than a fleeting apparition: a vision of solidarity
between working-class blacks and whites. It suggests that this vision—
still treasured and yet so obviously, so impossibly, embattled in both
the historical record and the world around him—was what was haunt-
ing Gutman’s attempt to derive a general theory of (free-white) work,
culture, and society in industrializing America."

It might well be argued that what was actually haunting “Work,
Culture, and Society” was not a ghost story where white is sometimes
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black, nor even the failures of interracial labor solidarity and the
emergence of black power in the United States, but The Black Family in
Slavery and Freedom, upon which Herbert Gutman had been working
since at least 1968. The Black Family was Gutman’s monumental effort
to integrate the perplexities of race and slavery into the framework
of “Work, Culture, and Society.” The volume was cast as a response
to what Gutman saw as a set of mischaracterizations of the history of
African and African American slaves. In 1959, Stanley Elkins had pub-
lished Slavery: A Problem in American Institutional and Intellectual Life,
in which he argued that the cultural uprooting and familial separation
represented by the Middle Passage were so great that they deprived
African (and later African American) slaves of the cultural and com-
munal resources necessary to resist slavery. “The new adjustment, to
absolute power in a closed system, involved infantilization, and the
detachment was so complete that little trace of prior (and thus alter-
native) cultural sanctions for behavior and personality remained for
the descendents of the first generation,” wrote Elkins. “Sambo,” El-
kins concluded, was a not a racist fantasy but a sociological necessity
and historical reality: docile, infantile, pliable slaves had populated
the whole of the history of slavery."” ‘

Elkins’s use of this most durable and harmful of caricatures might
be explained (though not explained away) by his reading of black so-
ciologist E. Franklin Frazier, his antiracist environmentalism, and his
belief that analogizing slavery in the United States to the death camps
of the Third Reich might aid in the elaboration of a Black-Jewish alli-
ance in the struggle for civil rights. But it is hard to imagine that any
would argue that Daniel Patrick Moynihan, assistant secretary of labor
in the Kennedy administration, deserves the courtesy of a similar
scholarly alibi. Moynihan’s 1965 The Negro Family: The Case for National
Action argued that whites who had been beguiled by “Negro protest”
into believing that problems in the black community were due to pov-
erty and discrimination were missing the point. The period of slavery,
Moynihan argued, had been characterized by the indiscriminate sepa-
ration of slave families and left in its wake (in the oft-repeated phrase)
“atangle of pathology” in the black community. Broken marriages, ille-
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gitimate births, female-headed households, unemployment, poverty,
and welfare dependencyall characterized a population that, it was om-
inously noted, was reproducing at a faster rate than were white people.
Foremost among these problems was “matriarchy,” or “the reversed
roles of husband or wife,” which produced social disorder, welfare de-
pendency, and aburden of emasculating shame so great that black men
might best be served by being inducted into the military, where they
were proportionally under-represented.'®

Gutman’s The Black Family was framed as a direct response to the
Moynihan report. The book used plantation account books, church
records, travelers’ accounts, the transcripts of Freedmen’s Bureau
inquests, and the narratives of former slaves recorded by the Works
Progress Administration (WPA) in the 1930s to support a vindica-
tionist account of black family life in slavery. The majority of slaves
across the South, Gutman argued, lived in two-headed households;
indeed, this supposedly normative pattern was quickly reestablished
even in the era of the interstate slave trade, characterized as it was
by an extraordinary level of family separation. Tracking patterns
of marital exogamy (marrying outside given networks), Gutman
argued that American slaves had an African-derived taboo on mar-
riages of first cousins (a practice common among eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century whites). Tracking naming patterns, he argued
that slaves marked a historically deep notion of community (which
in some cases stretched to the African past) through the names they
gave their children (especiallyboys). Tracking the elaboration of “fic-
tive kin” networks (again, an African pattern), he argued that family
obligations were projected outward into a larger understanding of
mutuality, generalized obligation, and community. The Black Family
was what might be termed a dialectical negation, a mirror image, of
the Moynihan report: it left in place The Negro Family’s patriarchal,
hetero-normative, and family-centered notion of human flourishing
and completion, even as it reversed the significance of these terms in
relation to African American history."”

Finally, of course, there was Eugene D. Genovese. In Roll, Jordan,
Roll: The World the Slaves Made, published in 1974, Genovese argued
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that the closing of the Atlantic slave trade in 1808 materially trans-
formed American slavery: an institution that had once relied on the
international trafficking of African slaves (a commercial modality of
social reproduction) was remade as a “domestic” institution—one
that depended upon the biological reproduction of the labor force to
ensure its survival. Concomitantly, as opposition to slavery grew both
in some regions of the South and outside it, slaveholding “reformers”
attempted to “humanize slavery” by “denouncing cruelty” and em-
phasizing the sense of obligation they felt to provide (food, clothing,
housing, entertainment—meanly measured and often subject to an
excise paid in extracted gratitude) for those whom they owned."

For Genovese, this sort of “paternalism,” determined within the
transformed material circumstances of southern slavery, was defined
by a set of reciprocities between master and slave that lurched from
familiarity and benevolence to cruelty and hatred. Paternalism, on
one level, obliged masters to consider their slaves as more than chat-
tel property; this humanizing of slavery was vitally important for the
enslaved people who converted privileges doled out by the master
class into customary rights. Paternalism, however, cut both ways. The
obligations and reciprocities of the master-slave relationship linked
eachindividual tohis or her owner. For Genovese, the personalization
of these links undermined solidarity among the slaves and defined
the limits of slave resistance. In contrast to the Caribbean or Brazil,
wheremassslaverevoltsandflight (marronage) punctuated thehistory
of Atlantic slavery, he suggested that, in the United States, a dialectic
ofaccommodation and resistance defused collective action in favor of
small day-to-dayacts of protest. While these dailyacts diminished the
worst excesses of the exploitative system in which the enslaved lived,
they did not pose a revolutionary threat to the system as a whole. For
Genovese, paternalism expressed the class relationship and antago-
nism between masters and slaves in a way that allowed slaveholders
to convert their ownership into authority, to represent exploitation as
obligation, and to attain a fitful but nevertheless consequential “hege-
mony” over their slaves.
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Genovese’s notion of “hegemony” was derived from his reading of
the Italian Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci. At certain moments
in the history of class struggle, Gramsci argued, rule by a single class
can be enforced not by violence but through general (if unwitting) as-
sent to a limiting definition of the field of the politically possible. For
Genovese, the ideology of “paternalism” provided such a definition
of the institution of slavery: it described economic exploitation and
class conflict in the idioms of family and community. In Genovese’s
formulation, much of what historians have come to term resistance
to slavery did not weaken the authority of slaveholders but actually
strengthened it. Malingering, shamming, stealing, and even more di-
rect forms of violent resistance such as assault, arson, and murder,
Genovese argued, localized and personalized what was actually a
hemisphere-wide class conflict. They represented local adjustments
along the fault line of class antagonism but not fully theorized and
collectivized challenges to slavery-as-such. Day-to-day resistance to
slavery was, by this argument, at best a “prepolitical” or even “apoliti-
cal” form of accommodation and at worst “pathetic nihilism.”"

In 1976, Genovese and Elizabeth Fox-Genovese generalized the
argument about class, culture, and politics made in Roll, Jordan, Roll
into a broad critique of the practice of social history (including sev-
eral snarky asides about Gutman’s work on the black family in slav-
ery). Social history, the Genoveses argued, had fallen away from the
explicitly “socialist or at least anticapitalist political commitment”
that had characterized the work of early practitioners and subsided
into a “neoantiquarian swamp presided over by liberal ideologues.”
For the Genoveses, the proper subject of social history was the his-
tory of “classes contending for state power.” The Genoveses were
particularly pointed in their criticism of African and African Ameri-
can cultural history written outside a strict notion of material deter-
mination (in which the historical form of economic organization was
taken to underlay and determine the parameters of politics and cul-
ture): “In emphasizing African origins, family life, and, in some mea-
sure, custom,” the emergent emphasis on cultural history “denies the
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decisive importance of the master-slave dialectic—i.e., of the specific
and historical ubiquitous form of class struggle—and no amount of
‘radical’ emphasis on black achievement and autonomy can disguise
this retreat from a class interpretation to a politically anesthetized
idealism.” For the Genoveses, history was the history of class struggle
(“the history of who rides whom and how”), and cultural history was
simply a survey of the various mediating forms of that underlying
(meta-historical) struggle.”

In The Black Family and several subsequent essays, Gutman ex-
pressedand thenreiterated his commitmenttoanondeterminist (and
vindicationist) notion of African American culture, one that sharply
diverged from the Genovese’s notion of paternalistic hegemony and
strict material determination. “Early-twentieth-century scholars
nearly all believed that slaves could learn only from their owners so
that slave culture . .. was at best ‘imitative.’ Later-twentieth-century
historians and social scientists substitute behavioral ‘models’ for
this crude belief but still often contend that slave belief and behavior
involved little more than responses to master-sponsored external
stimuli.” Turning specifically to Roll, Jordan, Roll, Gutman argued that
patterns of cultural affiliation (never fully specified but assumed to
be indexed by naming patterns) among Africans and African Ameri-
cans long antedated the emergence of the notion of slaveholding
“paternalism,” around which Genovese’s book was framed. “Mid-
nineteenth-century slaveowners—paternalists and nonpaternalists
alike—therefore interacted with slaves who were the product of these
earlier social and cultural developments.” Where Genovese had ac-
cused culturalist social historians of allowing “the synchronic or spa-
tial to predominate over the diachronic of narrative” (i.e., the struggle
of contending classes for control of state power), Gutman responded
that Roll, Jordan, Roll provided a “static” account of the interactions
between masters and slaves, one that artificially separated enslaved
people from their own history by superimposing upon it the history
of their masters.”

The Black Family brought the terms through which Gutman under-
stood African American history into conceptual alignment with those
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he had begun to work out in “Work, Culture, and Society.” For Gut-
man, intergenerational and quasi-kin linkages were “slave passage-
ways through time,” vessels through which the resources of African
culture were drawn through the history of slavery and into the twen-
tieth century. “What filled these passageways,” he wrote in an essay
spelling out the book’s conclusions, “requires careful study, but
their presence is indisputable and therefore restores slaves to the
mainstream of historical analysis.” With The Black Family, Gutman
resolved the contradiction that had stymied his earlier work on “the
black worker.” While the history of “the American working class”
had been riven by racism, undercut by nationalism, and gainsaid
by feminism, it existed in the transhistorical analogy between the
histories of native and immigrant white workers and black slaves.
Each group drew upon its own cultural history—“cumulative tradi-

» «

tions,” “rules for everyday living”—as the workers confronted in-
equality; each transmitted their cultures through their families; each
drew the past into the present as a “resource” for resistance; each was
characterized by a historical process in which the roots of mutual-
ity and collective obligation predated the supposedly determinative
structures of economic exploitation. Underlying American history
was a set of sociological correspondences that translated seeming
differences into similarities.”

Over time, the debate between Gutman and Genovese became
a touchstone in almost any discussion of “history from the bottom
up”—a touchstone that began to magnetize social history according
to two scarcely explained conditions. Gutman and Genovese used a
debate about African American culture to support a contrasting set of
propositions about the relationship of class to culture more generally:
Gutmanarguingthatthehistoryof African American cultureinthe New
World stretched backward in time before the antebellum period and
thus provided resources from “outside” the system of slavery; Geno-
vese that African American cultural forms “emerged from the mecha-
nisms of equilibrium within continuing class war.” Because both Gut-
man’s humanism and the Genoveses’ Marxism depended upon limited
and totalizing formulations of the identities of the historical subjects
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they described, debates in the field were often characterized by a set
of unarticulated presumptions about the race-and-sex neutrality of
the working class. And because those debates were often understood
as being between a version of history characterized by an emphasis on
“agency” versus a version of history characterized by an emphasis on
“hegemony,” the question of “determination” (central to both the ver-
sion of Marxism that Gutman was resisting and the one Genovese was
advocating) began to fall out of view.”

Gutman formalized this analytical foreshortening in a 1980 essay
on what he termed “The Sartre Question.” Gutman began by quot-
ing the French philosopher: “The essential,” Jean-Paul Sartre ob-
served, “is not what ‘one’ has done to man, but what man does with
what ‘one’ has done to him.” And he continued by reworking this
philosophical principle as a lesson about American history: “Sartre’s
emphasis redefines the important questions we should ask in study-
ing the history of dependent American social classes: slaves and poor
free blacks, immigrant and native-born wage earners, male and fe-
male blue- and white-collar workers, and union and non-union mem-
bers...Studying the choices working men and women made and how
their behavior affected important historical processes enlarges our
understanding of ‘the condition of being human.’”** As he sought
to explain his vision of history—his legacy—in the years before his
tragic death in 1985, Gutman repeatedly returned to this inclusive
(and totalizing) formulation.”

Gutman’s attempts to interpret American history from the bot-
tom up and to alloy the working class through his General Theory
culminated in the American Social History Project (ASHP), which he
cofounded in 1981. The project, especially in the shape of its 1991 text-
book, Who Built America?, extended Gutman’s legacy and created a
new national synthesis that privileged social and labor history. Special
attention was given to the values and traditions of working peoples
and the ways in which they “affected and were affected by the more fa-
miliar economic, social, cultural, and political processes that together
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make up the national experience.
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‘Without suggesting that every member of the American historical
profession read Gutman’s 1980 essay (or, still less, fully embraced the
precepts that framed the ASHP), it might nevertheless be argued that
Gutman’s essay on Sartre crystallizes—emblematizes—the terms of
translation through which “social history” was made visible toitselfas
a project in American universities in the 1970s and 1980s (even as the
question of “determination” that had originally motivated Gutman’s
critique graduallyfaded from view). In these years, forms of insurgent
knowledge—Marxism, Black Nationalism, and Feminism (and their
various combinations)—were being (contentiously, awkwardly, and
incompletely) institutionalized in American universities. Gutman’s
General Theory and its associated prescriptions—“history from the
bottom-up” and, ultimately, “agency”—provided the means or terms
of translation through which these various projects could be made
comprehensible to the historical profession at large. These were the
terms in which social history became the “cultural dominant” in the
historical profession: terms that described history in a way that also
prescribed the integration of women and minorities into the main-
stream of the historical profession. Their fulfillment—even their par-
tial fulfillment—was a historiographical and political achievement of
lasting significance, a legacy of transformation that should be cred-
ited to Herbert Gutman as much as any other scholar.”

And yet these terms of alliance and ascendency were also terms
of containment and cover-up. The cover-up I am describing was un-
intentional and incomplete. The point is not that historians stopped
writing in those dissident traditions, for they obviously did not, but
that the implications of what they were saying were circulated—
glossed, reviewed, critiqued, credited—through an ideological me-
dium, a commonsense, incapable of transmitting the most radical,
least assimilable aspects of their message. There are moments when
the mostly evanescent process I am describing can be captured in
incubus. “In his argument with Stalinism and determinist Marx-
ism,” Herbert Gutman suggested in a 1983 restatement of his general
theory, “Sartre put it very well. He said that the essential question for
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study—this is a paraphrase—is not what has been done to men and
women but what men and women do with what is done to them. That
isalsoa Thompsonian formulation. And this is precisely what the best
black writers have been writing for the past fifty years. W. E. B. Du Bois
argued for this approach when he wrote Black Reconstruction, and it is
what C. L. R. James’s historical writings are about.”*

Here we see the intellectual and ideological limits of the General
Theory made manifest: the translation and subordination of the his-
torical specificity of the African American intellectual tradition, and
of other forms of historical difference (here summoned and then
evacuated of meaning with the substitution of “men and women”
for Sartre’s “man”) and even the measured British Marxism of E. P.
Thompson, into a single, anachronistic lineage. Let me be more spe-
cific. Black nationalism, black Marxism, and black feminism, the tra-
ditions of Martin Delany and Marcus Garvey, of W. E. B. Du Bois and
C. L. R. James, of Angela Davis and Alice Walker have long, specific,
and yet complexly intertwined histories. As Nell Irvin Painter has
suggested in questioning the applicability of European social theory
to African American history, these traditions have been rendered as
oppositions in dominant social theory: “Negro” and “human being”;
“African” and “American”; “class” and “race”; “intellectual” and
“activist”; “black” and “woman.” And they remain active and vital
traditions of inquiry. Whether you begin with the work of social his-
torians Sterling Stuckey, Lawrence Levine, Michael Angelo Gomez, or
Nikhil Pal Singh on black nationalism; Sidney Mintz, Ira Berlin, Vincent
Brown, or Stephanie Smallwood on diasporic materialism; Herbert
Aptheker, Robin D. G. Kelley, David Roediger, Peter Linebaugh, Mar-
cus Rediker, or Adam Green on black Marxism; Nell Irvin Painter, Dar-
lene Clark Hine, Deborah Gray White, Tera Hunter, or Jennifer Mor-
gan on black feminism, you are entering a discussion of—an argument
about—the specificity of African and African American cultural forms
and their historical transformation, the complex determinations of
racialized identity and solidarity in relation to capitalist modernity,
the gendered and sexualized character of racial alienation, subjectiv-
ity, and collectivity. They represent intellectual and political traditions
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evacuated of their specific meaning by the terms of Gutman’s General
Theory, their histories covered up by the misleadingly exclusive focus
on the Thompsonian legacy of the New Social History.”

It must be said that the conversion of the dissident terms of radical
historiography into the conventions of liberal humanism was perhaps
a necessary condition of the integration of academic history depart-
ments during the Cold War. And it must be further said that Gutman’s
broadly liberal vision—one focused upon inclusion in the historical
“mainstream” and the vindication of the “humanity” and “dignity”
of the exploited and excluded—has a noble history and has done ex-
traordinary work. Gutman’s General Theory represented precisely
the sort of “usable past” necessary to the progressive politics of the
era in which he wrote: it framed American history as the prehistory of
Civil Rights—racial integration and formal equality.

And yet, in more recent years, the General Theory’s classically lib-
eral and masculine notion of historical subjectivity—“one,” “man”—
and the elision or exclusion of the radical tradition in American
historiography have come to haunt the profession in the guise of its
most powerful word: agency. The space that in Gutman’s early work
had been filled by a sort of fill-in-the-blank deferral of historical, cul-
tural, and sexual difference in favor of an emphasis on meta-historical
similarity came in the General Theory to be filled with an underlying
assumption of historical commonality, an assumption that reflected
less an actual commonality than a selective reworking of various his-
tories into a single strand. And, in our own time, in our own usage, that
selective reworking has taken on the guise of a substantive account
of historical subjectivity, an actually existing thing—the naturally
autonomous, and intrinsically self-determining, and properly rights-
bearing historical agent striving for “freedom.” Agency has come to
serve us not as a container by which disparate versions of historical
subjectivity (the terms through which human beings understand
themselves as historical actors) might be analyzed and compared to
one another but as a crypto-liberal account of the thing itself.*

Ironically, perhaps uncannily, African American history generally
and the history of slavery in particular have come to serve as the most
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abiding hosts of this corposant liberalism. In slavery studies, the
“agency” discussion has usually worked along some variant of a cir-
cuit that ties “agency” (here defined as self-willed and autonomous
action—what “one” does) to “humanity” (here defined as being a self-
willed and autonomous actor) to “resistance” (here defined as pre-
serving one’s “humanity” by acting in a self-willed and autonomous
fashion). Let me give you an example, which comes in the form of a
sentence written by an eminent historian of slavery, though I freely
admit I could at one time have written it myself: “Whenever and
wherever masters, whether implicitly or explicitly, recognized the
independent will and volition of their slaves, they acknowledged the
humanity of their bondpeople. Extracting this admission was, in fact,
aform of slave resistance, because slaves thereby opposed the dehu-
manization inherent in their status.” Herein are agency, humanity,
and resistance collapsed into one another and rendered up as a sort
of parable of right-minded liberalism—the history of slavery is trans-
formed intoa parable about freedom. Alienated from the specificity of
its own structural determinants and cultural idioms, African Ameri-
can history is here refashioned as the ultimate proving ground of what
individuals—agents—can do in spite of their fetters.’'

The idea of “the agent” as the essential subject of history has
habited our history reading with an anachronistic (and generally un-
articulated) assumption that beneath all history there lies a liberal in-
dividual subject waiting to be emancipated into the precise conditions
that characterize the lives of the imperial bourgeoisie of the twenty-
first century. Pushed to the side has been any genuine consideration
of historical subjectivity. By formatting the question of human action
as a simply binary opposition of (liberal) agency to (untheorized)
power, the dominant discussion has begged—beggared, trampled,
and ignored—the question of the material parameters—determi-
nants—of historical subjectivity, the very questions that challenged
and inspired Thompson (and Du Bois, and James, and Marx, and even,
at least, the early Gutman). And not only that: even the questions of
“standpoint” and “identity” that emerged out of cultural history to
challenge the exclusions of historical orthodoxy (Marxist and other-

AGENCY: A GHOST STORY 27

wise) have been evacuated of much of their specific content (structur-
ally determined or otherwise) in favor of this loosely liberal notion of
the limits of historical and human possibility.*

“Agency” has transmogrified from a sort of analytical placeholder
for various notions of (materially determined and culturally stipu-
lated) historical action into a seemingly self-sufficient and exhaustive
account of historical subjectivity. A question that was perhaps badly
put in the beginning (structure vs. agency) but that nevertheless func-
tioned as the occasion for a discussion of the question of “determina-
tion” and the past predicates of present action has been replaced with
an even worse question. By framing our histories around the question
of “autonomy” (here understood as a synonym for “agency” and even
“humanity”), we have collapsed any consideration of the conditions of
historical subjectivity and meaningful action into an adventitious and
ahistorical binary (power vs. agency).

The “agent” as universal subject has thus been “deprived of real in-
dividual life and endowed with an unreal universality.” The quotation
is from Marx, who was criticizing a notion of political emancipation
(citizenship) thatdid notattend to the social determinants of inequal-
ity. Under such conditions, he wrote, the real conditions of individual
life—“distinctions of birth, social rank, education, occupation”—re-
mained the salients of human existence even as they were replaced as
official categories of governance by the notion of officially equal citi-
zens. The “citizen,” Marx wrote, was an “imaginary member of an il-
lusory sovereignty,” a governing abstraction whose power Marx went
on to compare to that of the Holy Ghost. I am suggesting that there is
aparallel (ahomology, actually) between the vision of historiographi-
cal equality implied by Gutman’s General Theory and formalized in
the apotheosis of “agency” and the (merely) political emancipation
analyzed by Marx. Each hypothesizes a serial and individual version
ofhistorical subjectivity—“one,” “man,” “agent,” “citizen”—through
which comparisons can be made and differences—actually existing,
continuing historical and structural differences—disembodied.*

One way of revitalizing our understanding of the condition of en-
slaved humanity is through a renewed attention to the occasions of
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action: the material conditions of “agency.” It has become fashion-
able in recent years to oppose the term work to the term culture, or
power to agency, and to use the former terms to bludgeon the latter,
as if an increment added to the first set of terms forced an equal and
opposite diminution of the latter on some sort of sliding scale. In a
strange way, these arguments are mirror images of those they seem
so concerned to oppose, those that they believe have overempha-
sized the “degree” of enslaved “agency” and enslaved autonomy. But
rather than trying to specify the terms of slaveholding “agency”—
what sorts of action were available to enslaved people in what sorts
of circumstances, what sorts of notions of commonality undergirded
their solidarity—they have simply tried to cut it down to size. And
yet, as any number of scholars (especially Raymond Williams, Stuart
Hall, and William Sewell) have suggested, the question of “structural
determination” need not be limited to the choice between a sort of
turtles-all-the-way-down base-superstructure version of Marxism or
arevisionist emphasis on “power” over “agency.” Without accepting
the untenable idea that the material conditions of human labor and
reproduction directly determine the modes of understanding and
expression—the ideology—through which people understand them-
selves and confront their circumstances, one can nevertheless at-
tempt to imagine slave agency in a world thick with its own histori-
cal givenness. Rather than posing agency as the antidote to the indig-

nities of exploitation (as Gutman would) or as a misleading panacea
beloved of soft-minded progressives (as Genovese or countless other
self-declared Real Marxists would have it), we might try to understand

enslaved people’s actions and ideas as, at once, fiercely determined—

hedged in, limited, and shaped by the material conditions of their

enslavement—and insistently transcendent—productive of new, cre-

ative, vibrant, and sustaining forms of human being, commonality,

and, ultimately, solidarity.

One might extend the emphasis on the material life (landscape,
labor, reproduction, death) to a broader revaluation of culture and
community in slavery, what I have elsewhere called “the condition of
enslaved humanity.” Slaves’ love took the form of sharing food because
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they were starving; they succored the wounded because they had been
beaten; they sheltered the escaped because they were being hunted,;
they talked about the departed because they had been sold away. These
specificforms (and otherslike them) were hosts of the slaves’ “agency,”
which was neither separable from the particular forms of their enslave-
ment nor reducible to them. Those circumstances gave their actions
material shape but did not exhaust their meaning or liquidate their
force. Slaves acted in solidarity because they recognized their fellow
slaves not as “agents” but as family members, lovers, Christians, Afri-
cans, blacks, workers, fellow travelers, women, men, and so forth. Even
as their enslavement provided the specific occasion for their action, it
occasioned the expression and ethics of care and practices of solidar-
ity that transcended and actively reshaped their enslavement. Martin
Delany, the prominent mid-nineteenth-century abolitionist and stal-
wart black nationalist, imagining the organization of a “general insur-
rection” of slaves in his 1861 novel Blake, described the dialectics of suf-
fering and solidarity, the process by which the historical and material
given-ness was worked into the lived experience of enslaved solidarity
like this: “Such is the character of this organization, that punishment
and misery are made the instruments of its propagation ... . Every blow
you receive from the oppressor impresses the organization upon your
mind.” In Delany’s formulation, the spirit of solidarity and resistance
amongslaves was adirectreflection of the given circumstances of their
enslavement.*

In closing, let me be clear: in imagining the transubstantiation of
“agency” into its material aspect, I am not questioning the importance
of writing history “from the bottom up.” Nor am I attempting to re-
adjust the sliding switch away from “agency” and toward “power” or
away from the oppressed and toward the oppressors along some ab-
stract spectrum of historiographical favor. Nor, finally, am I suggesting
thatwe should stop trying to think about the relationship between pres-
entand past in ethical terms. Quite the contrary. It is simply that I think
that we can do better than “agency” (at least in its crypto-liberal guise)
as a way of working toward the goals of a better, closer understanding
of historical subjectivity, a more nuanced understanding of historical
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power, amore trenchant ethics of historical practice. Indeed, standing
aswe do at the juncture of seeming fulfillment of the promise of “civil
rights” and the radical intensification of inequality—global inequal-
ity, racial inequality, class inequality, gender inequality, generational
inequality, ecological inequality—standing at the juncture of the Age
of Obama and the “global financial crisis,” it is not simply that we can
dobetter—we must. “Political emancipation,” Marxwrote ina passage
that reflects the terrific promises and incised limitations of both our
historyasithasbeenwritten and the historywe areliving, “4s, of course,
abigstep forward. True, itisnot the final form of human emancipation,
but it is the final form of human emancipation within the hitherto ex-
isting world order. It goes without saying that we are speaking here of

[something greater]: real, practical emancipation.”®
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