Interview with Craig Steven Wilder 

Feb. 11, 2014

The University of Mississippi
Jeff Jackson:  
First of all, thank you very much for being here and visiting us here at the University of Mississippi
Craig Steven Wilder: Well thank you for the invitation. I’m glad to be here.

JJ:  
I’m here with Craig Steven Wilder, the author of Ebony and Ivory… Ivy

CSW:  
Ivy… it’s ok, I do it too.  [laughs]

JJ:  
Ivy [laughs] Do people ask you about the Paul McCartney, Stevie Wonder song?

CSW:  
Yeah, and actually in fact, there was a split among me and the publisher and the literary person who handled it… two of us liked it and one of us didn’t.  She’s British and the “Ebony and Ivory” thing just drove her crazy.  

JJ:  
I think it’s a great title…

CSW:  
Yeah.  Well the problem was… you know how we won?  There was no other title.  There’s just nothing else. [laughs] What else are you going to name that book?

JJ:  
That’s great.  Well thanks for speaking with us today.  

CSW:  
Happy to

JJ:  
I have a couple questions that the faculty from the University of Mississippi have submitted.  These are some of the ones that we didn’t get to ask earlier today and there might be some that we ask again in a slightly different way.

CSW:  
OK

JJ:  
So the first question is:  What motivated you to take on this project?  How did you get started on this?

CSW:  
Yeah, I started with the idea that I was going to write an article explaining how black abolitionists, the free black communities in New York … how black abolitionists entered the professions.  You know:  How do you become a lawyer?  Well, not really a lawyer… but a doctor, a minister, a teacher in a nation where you can’t go to college?  Where you largely, in fact, there’s a racial bar to higher education.  And a lot of that story is actually a New England story.  I had been teaching up in New England and I knew from bits and pieces of information in various books that some of these kids had come up to various towns which near me and studied privately for the ministry or, you know, attended some school that lasted only 2 or 3 years.  And so I started driving around just collecting these stories.  

JJ:  
When was this?

CSW:  
This was about 2002.  This is the summer of 2002, basically.  And as that year went on what was supposed to be an article turned into, in fact, a series of rather big questions for me… that I was wrestling with.  And one of them was simply that, you know, there was a long Native American presence on these very same college campuses.  Almost 200 years by that time in the British colonies… what becomes the United States.  And 300 years in the Spanish colonies.  And I wrestled with that difference and I wanted to actually try to figure out what that was about and how one explained that.  And so I, like a good historian, started going further and further back and just tracing the roots of this relationship between colleges, people of African descent, and indigenous people in the Americas and how this distinction matured over a period.  Who was educable?  Who wasn’t?  And that became the roots of the book, really.  And so the book started, really, as a sequence of accidents.  It was not what I was intending to work on.  And in many ways, I was actually writing that article while I figured out what I wanted to work on.

JJ:  
Interesting…And like a lot of good projects, perhaps, one of those things that kind of snowballs…

CSW:  
Yeah…

JJ:  
So the question we asked earlier that I’d like to have you speak about the archive.  And obviously your work as a historian depends heavily on primary materials and other materials in the historical record that are available and a number of people want to know about that experience in terms of what were the particular difficulties in locating primary sources on this topic in particular?

CSW:  
I think the difficulties, the challenge is that you’re looking for pieces of information that exist all over the place.  You know there is no one central archive.  There is no one central collection that delivers all the information that you want about any institution.  And so to figure out, for instance, the relationship between Columbia and slavery, or Yale and slavery, or Harvard and slavery requires going through a lot of collections in the university archives… and… a LOT, you know!...  You know, the records of the various presidents of the university, the minutes of the board of trustees, the minutes of the faculty, classroom notes and student notebooks that are actually surviving, the letters of some of the faculty and personal papers of the faculty and the presidents.  It also means that you drive off campus to the state and county historical societies and the state archives and collections because you need the tax records and the real estate records.  And you need to figure out which of the presidents, for instance, owned slaves at any given school.  Some of that’s actually in the college archive because they’ll have bills of sale and other records of their slave holding patterns in their personal papers.  Some of it’s actually in places like the county archive or the state archive where you have the tax records and the real estate records, where you have transfers of land and property, wills and deeds and, you know…

JJ:  
And as a historian, how would you characterize these materials?  Are these materials that have seen the light of day and people have seen before and analyzed before but haven’t necessarily looked at from this point of view? Or are some of these new materials entirely that we haven’t seen?

CSW:  
It’s a little of both.  I think there’s some collections that people really haven’t looked at at all.  And there’s some that we look at all the time and never ask these questions.  I’ve pointed out… I like to point out because I think that it’s true… that the historians who wrote the stories of the early colonial colleges of North America actually had access to virtually all of the same materials that I did.  They saw the same thing.  Whether or not they told the story of slavery that was embedded in the papers they were looking at and the records they were looking at is a different question.  And very often they didn’t.  Very often they erased that part of the history of the institution.  Or they included it in such a way as to erase the moral problem of slavery within those institutions.  So, for instance, you write about the first enslaved person on Harvard yard, a man referred to as “the moor” in, you know, Harvard lore.  But you describe him… and Titus, who was owned by President Benjamin Wadsworth at Harvard… you describe them in such caricatured ways, with such grotesque flaws, that ultimately the problem of their being enslaved in this space is no longer really relevant or immediate to the reader.

JJ:  
To follow up on that, you’re kind of looking at issues of… intentional neglect?  Or erasure?  Or blind spots in our…

CSW:  
Yeah, I think it’s erasure.  I think there’s this certain defensiveness about the institutions.  I think there’s a desire to imagine, to believe that even if slavery was present, it wasn’t the slavery that we think of… when we think of slavery as this sort of, you know, horrific institution in the western world.  That there’s something gentler, milder, more humane about being enslaved on campus.  And so it wasn’t plantation slavery.  It wasn’t the slave trade.  And I think in their minds, very often, what they’re conjuring is this idea that…. several historians have written about especially in the history of the North… the notion a kind of milder, gentler slavery.  Which becomes central to the way that many Northerners, actually, reinvent slavery after slavery ends in the various states.

JJ:  
So to kind of dig a little deeper into this question, how would you characterize your own epistemological orientation?  In particular, how would you situate your scholarship in relation to what is sometimes called “the revisionist tradition” of Aptheker and DuBois.   As well as the more recent scholarship using critical race theory as a frame? How would you characterize your own orientation?

CSW:  
You know, my hope is that it’s a contribution to a series of continuing discussions and discourses that really are trying to rethink American history.  Not from the framework of this sort of peculiar vantage point of our subfields, but really trying to actually create a more synthetic narrative of American history in which one can actually talk about slavery, but in ways that actually implicate… and I mean implicate in a good way… all of our histories.  You know, this sort of painful process of really synthesizing the past.  And one of the things that attracted me to this project on universities and that kept me going over that eleven year period… and remember, you know, about 7 of those 11 years I didn’t have a book yet [laughing].  I just had a whole bunch of stuff.  And I had written a whole bunch of pages that didn’t fit together very well.  And so what kept me going through that period was this real sense that the University provided this opportunity to actually create a more synthetic view of American history.  And the college campus, actually, is that.  It’s this odd place where European Christians, the indigenous people of the Northeast and enslaved Africans are all actually living.  So it’s a unique place for understanding the rise of the American colonies and I wanted to really tap that and sort of bring out its potential.

JJ:  
Well, I must say that in your work, as someone reads it who is coming from a different discipline… sociology… there seems to be some of the themes of recovering the stories that have been lost that, kind of within the standard frames are often ignored.  And kind of drawing on a kind of afrocentric tradition intellectually… and indigenous studies as well, kind of bringing those realities to the core of the American story… is very explicit in your work.  And that does seem to build on those traditions.

CSW:  
Yeah.   Well, my hope is that, you know… I hope as a historian is… and you know actually I wrestled with my publisher a bit about this.  In a friendly way, but we really went back and forth on this… What happens when you’re in the archive, and the servant who is owned by the college president isn’t black?  Alright?  Isn’t African, right?  Do I stop writing at that moment?  Or do I explain European indentured servitude?  Do I explain the position of the Scottish indentures who are arriving in the Carolinas and Virginia?  I think my obligation is to do that latter.   In fact, I want that story in there.  I want readers to understand the complexity of unfreedom in the Atlantic world.  And I don’t think that diminishes the African story, it doesn’t diminishes the Native American story.  In fact, it actually enhances it.  It helps us to really understand just how central servitude was to the rise of the Americas as we know them.

JJ:  
Thank you.  The book gives a lot of detail about the specific slave traders and slaveholders involved in raising and maintaining colleges. What kinds of reactions have you seen from this naming of names, and has this fit with your expectations?
CSW:  
Look, I think part of the problem is… and I touch on it in the conclusion of the book… is the use of a kind of euphemism in Northern history to escape the problematic, right?... to escape the really troubling story at the center of the page.  And so we retreat into a kind of euphemistic language:  “merchants”… this sort of, you know, very general term: merchants.   Eerybody’s a “merchant.”  Yeah, everyone’s a “farmer.”  You know, “householder,” “freeholder” whatever… Yeah, and so we use these terms.  And one of the things that I wanted to do with the book was really… not to name names in order to expose people as this sort of “culprits” of this story… because I don’t think there’s much value in that project…  In the same way… one of the reasons why I spent so long working on it was that I didn’t want one university to be the culprit.  I didn’t want a single school to carry this story and then just say, “Oh well something similar happened at Columbia, something similar happened at Rutgers” at various points in time because I really wanted readers to understand that it was all of the colleges.  That colleges survived in the colonial world by forging these relationships, and these are the relationships out of which they were born, right?  These relationships to slavery and the slave trade.  And so the naming names part has actually been interesting because, in many ways, I think that’s actually what’s gotten people most interested in the book.  That we’re no longer talking about, sort of this mass of unknown people.  But we actually have always known exactly who the slave traders of the Northeast were.  We know who the slave traders who sat on… and helped found colleges… we know who they are.  And so talking about them as a set of people who actually had extraordinary historical impact.  You know, in New York, these were not just the founders of what becomes Columbia, they’re the founders of first hospital, the public library.  They’re really in fact, constructing the infrastructure of the colonies and creating the colonial world that eventually establishes and sets up the rise and declaration of the United States in 1776.

JJ:  
In terms of reaction in from the audience, someone has asked, what has been the most typical and the most surprising response that you’ve received on the book? 

CSW:  
I think the most typical response has been people telling me they didn’t know this… and they wish they had known it earlier.  And that’s great to hear.  I think that’s why we do this work.  That’s why academics are academics.  Ultimately we want to actually contribute something to a discourse that people are having or at least one that they want to have.  And so that’s a fantastic outcome of the project.  The one that’s most surprising to me is actually there are a couple of people who emailed me and were…. You know, and who I don’t know … were upset that their school wasn’t in the book.  And this is a really strange… [laugh]

JJ:  
You left us out.

CSW:  
Yeah, that was a strange, you know, it was kind of a strange comment that… you know, but truly upset.  And my response has been actually, the book starts with a set of schools and describes the rise of a set of schools.  To do all of them would actually require yet another eleven years, to say the least.   And so I apologize, and I do point out that I actually know a lot about the schools that they’re interest… you know, their schools.  But not all of the schools are in the book and there are just strategic choices in editing choices that you have to make in order to get finished.

JJ:  
Historical choices

CSW:  
Yeah, and historical choices about narrative and region and all this.  How far west to you want to go? How far do you want to push this story?  If you’re heading west which region do you want to look at to tell that part of the narrative?

JJ:  
I find it interesting that the University of Mississippi made it into the narrative two times

CSW:  
Right, right

JJ:  
We definitely can see some of the connections throughout the book with some of the people who touched the origins of this campus.  But that’s very interesting that…

CSW:  
Yeah, you know, I was kind of shocked by that.  My expectation was more “why would you put my school in this book?”  You know, my school is such a wonderful place now.  And I agree with them.  I went to one of these schools and have three degrees from Columbia and I love Columbia.  Now that doesn’t mean I don’t have an obligation as a historian to be bluntly honest about Columbia’s past, right?

JJ:  
Does it speak to the desire on some people’s parts perhaps to have this story told in many different places?  And, “Oh, I wonder what happened on my campus?”

CSW:  
Right.  Yeah, yeah.  And in fact, you know, there are organizational decisions in the book and all sorts of things that you do when you’re writing.  And one of them was actually about that.  It was… I did think to myself:  When someone opens up the book and they’re interested Rutgers, Queen’s College in New Jersey, do I want them to go to the index and then skip across fifty pages at a time to see the one or two references to Rutgers?  Or do I want to actually do something more thematic where the story of Rutgers is actually told in some broader story that helps make sense of that institution and… the ones that are founded at roughly the same time?  And so those are decisions I was thinking about all the time and… sort of … reader experiences I was thinking about all the time.  And you get some of that right and some of that wrong.  But, yeah, yeah… I think that’s actually… it is fascinating to see that.  And certainly when I talk about the book in public, people always want to know about their school.

JJ:  
Yeah, very interesting.  So this next question is kind of asking you… putting you in a situation of University-related decision makers.  So which two groups of university-related decision makers (admissions, curriculum, student funding, research funding, human resources, etc.) which two groups would you most want to read this book, and why? Who would you most want to influence in the university with this book, and how does your book maybe help them to understand?

CSW:  
Wow.  Um… I think two different groups.  I think trustees.  I’d love to see trustees read this book.  Not because it’s about them, it’s not about them at all.  But I actually think that trustees at the vast majority of our universities are extraordinarily decent folk who want the best thing for their school.  The trustees who are alumni and the external trustees for the schools that have external trustees, actually want the very best thing for these institutions. I also think they often work under a set of constraints and assumptions, and with a body of experience that can be too narrow.  You know…they’re facing big choices, they’re facing a lot of competition and they’re facing a lot of fiscal pressure from state and federal changes in funding and all sorts of other… and the rising cost of education, and we’ve talked about some of this earlier.  And so I’d like trustees to read it because I think one of the interesting things I struggled with as I wrote the book was the trustees.  Both as people… and then as a group.  And there’s something very modern about the story of the 17th and 18th century trustees.  There’s something really quite…when you really think about the world that they’re operating in and the decisions they’re making, they actually are quite familiar to us.  You know, those of us who spent our lives in academia would recognize some of the statements they’re making, the decisions they’re making, the sense of competition that they’re engaged… or the competititon that they’re engaged in.  Actually it’s really quite recognizable.  And then I also think that the trustees have, within their authority, decisions that ultimately affect the harmony and the experience that students have on campus.  And that for all of us in higher education, for all of the faculty, the administrators, the trustees… we take students into our custody for roughly a four-year period.  And we have an obligation to give them an experience that’s roughly equal but also enriching.  So we want them to have an equality of opportunity on campus and, in a real sense, and an enriching experience while they’re here.  And I would hope that the book would also touch some of those themes for them.  And so one group would be trustees and the other group would actually be students.  Because the body of people who really shape the experience of students are students.  And so just developing a sense of history about their own institutions and a historical perspective about how we all arrive at this place, from very different paths… just a little bit of sympathy about that, I think, would help most of our campuses a lot.  And that requires, you know, making ourselves vulnerable to understand that the… you know, college probably isn’t easy for anybody. 

JJ:  
Right

CSW: 
[laugh] You know, but we should at least stop to listen to the stories of our neighbor.

JJ:  
Right.  Well what’s interesting about the trustees is that they kind of operate behind the scenes

CSW:  
Right

JJ:  
They’re often the group that students aren’t as familiar with, faculty even… so you see them as kind of key.  Maybe because they’re behind the scenes?  Or because of the influence they wield?  Both?

CSW:  
Yeah, I think it’s because they’re behind the scenes, because the influence they have, but also because I think the trustees can often be a little too cloistered.  And can imagine a faculty that doesn’t exist.  It’s very easy to imagine that the faculty are this group of people who have to be sort of “herded.”  And who can, from time to time, become troublesome.  And that’s kind of true.  But the reality is that dialogue is really quite important.  And I think that the trustees need to engage the faculty more in decision making.  And the faculty actually needs the opportunity to develop a trust, an understanding of the motivations of the trustees that you don’t get when you have a kind of, you know, black box leadership.  When you have leadership from behind the curtain.

JJ:  
Interesting.  So… Why the story of slavery and the universities now?  It seems like, and you kind of say in the epilogue that this is a real… big topic right now and it is something that has kind of sprung onto the scene.  And your book has gotten a lot of notice because of this interest.  What do you think is going on that explains the timing of this.

CSW:  
Yeah, I think it has more to do with other people than me.  Right?  I’m benefitting from a whole bunch of other people’s work.  And part of what I tried to say in the acknowledgements of the book is that, you know, it’s the faculty and students on these various campuses who’ve been doing this research… the librarians and the archivists who’ve actually been digging up these documents and teaching classes…

JJ:
But why hasn’t this happened before?

CSW:  
I think actually, it’s not slavery in the universities… it’s actually slavery.  Slavery has actually attracted a new interest in the public discourse.  And I think in many ways the public has moved… and is ready for a conversation that is occurring in multiple media.  It’s in academic work, it’s in film, it’s in museums and public history.  In fact, when you really look at the last 10-15 years, there’s been an extraordinary increase of public interest in the history of slavery on both sides of the Atlantic.  And so I think we’re part of that discussion.  I think what we’re engaged in is, in fact, the academic contribution to that discussion.  But we’re not shaping it, it’s actually being shaped by forces that are much bigger than us.  And, you know, one of the measures of that for me is that my own publisher… you know, I have a fantastic relationship with Bloomsbury, I think they’re just great… but I’m not sure that 20 years ago they’d want to do this book, at all.  But I think now… they were, you know, very often far more enthusiastic than I was! [laugh]  … about getting it done.

JJ:
Very interesting, so what do think some of those social forces are?  …that have created this context?

CSW:  
You know, I think it’s demographic change, I think it’s generational change, I think it’s the changing political climate.  It’s also, you know, 40 years of interest in family history.  And local history.  You know, from the genealogical societies, and the African American, Euro American, Native American, Hispanic American, Asian American communities and families that actually begin doing local history … even in the aftermath of things like “Roots,” if you just think about what happened after “Roots,” for all of us.  You know, Irish Protestants in places like the Carolinas began looking at their own past.  So I think there’s been, in fact, a long interest in the local, in the family, and in the personal.  And what we’re actually…. One of the rewards of that that we’re getting right now is, I think, a population that’s more willing to actually think about their relationship to difficult moments in American history without the sense of defensiveness that used to emerge immediately.

JJ:
A good time for historians.  [laughs]

CSW:  
Yeah, that’s right! [laughs] 

JJ:
That’s great. That’s great.  So to kind of talk about that.... maybe the difficult side of that discussion… you know, in your book you show the privileged position of many colleges and universities and how that privilege derives from their historical ties to slavery.  In your view, what have been the major successes and limitations of contemporary efforts to address this historical debt?  And this question of, kind of, the issue of repairing past injustices…

CSW:  
Yeah… yeah… I think the major obstacle is a fear.  And I think that fear is somewhat irrational.  There’s nothing, absolutely nothing, in the archives of Princeton, Harvard, Rutgers, Columbia, Yale, Brown, Dartmouth that’s going to bring any of those institutions to its knees.  Right?  And so this is first an irrational fear.  So I think there’s a fear that there’s something explosive in the archives, something from which the institution will never recover.  There’s also a fear that the past is divisive.

JJ:
Mm-hm, right.

CSW:  
That too much truth is divisive.  In fact, actually, the opposite is true.  Our failure to actually deal with the past has allowed these campuses to live under a cloud of rumors, for generations and generations.  Going back to the early 20th century, you know… In some of the work I’ve been doing with the book, people have called in and said things like, “When I was at Princeton we thought that such and such was happening downstairs, there was this kind of room…”  you know.  At Dartmouth, someone called, a Dartmouth alum had called and said he thought he lived in a dorm when he was at Dartmouth where… they all thought they lived in a dorm where the slaves were held because of the configuration of the rooms and the spaces.  At Brown the students had actually, for decades, spread rumors about the Brown family and the slave trade and early origins of the college.  This is true at Columbia.  This is true at Yale.  That’s divisive.  Living in a world of rumor and intrigue… and hiding from one’s own past is divisive.  I think it encourages a kind of defensiveness and, oddly enough, it encourages an anti-intellectualism on campus.  Right?  A distrust of honesty and the pursuit of truth.  The question then becomes: what are the consequences?  And the consequences are that as we explore our own history and the difficulty realities of our past, there are obligations that emerge to address that past.  I think institutions are quite capable of that.  And I think we’re adults.  We can actually have… you know, we can disagree.  We can argue.  We can have fights about what’s right and what’s wrong.  But my logic is that they should be fair fights.  

JJ:
Right.

CSW:  
They should be fights about the facts.  Fights about what actually happened.  But the very process of uncovering what happened and the very process of actually narrating and describing and understanding that past will actually prepare us for that later discussion of what do we then do about it.   You know?  It’s the truth and reconciliation problem.  You can’t jump to reconciliation.  You can’t just spend two hundred years pretending that nothing ever happened and then call for reconciliation as a way of avoiding ever actually getting to the truth.

JJ:
And are universities alone in that?  I mean…

CSW:  
No.

JJ:
Are we providing leadership?  Or how would you compare universities and their relationship with slavery and the benefits and their role in the institution of slavery with other… financial institutions, insurance companies, corporations…  And, you know, if we’re now exploring our own archives and writing about that and maybe looking at it honestly, maybe not… is there the hope that maybe other institutions will follow?  Or are we behind the curve?

CSW:  
Well you know, actually I think it’s not even that other institutions will follow.  I think actually they’ll have no choice, because that history is being written right now.  We have colleagues right now who are writing the history of cotton and business, of the rise of the insurance markets and slavery and the slave trade.  That’s actually being done.  I think universities occupy a unique position in this because we’re dedicated to the production of knowledge.  But somehow hesitate when that knowledge is actually about ourselves.  And that’s where we have to self-correct.  I think that’s where we have to actually show a kind of discipline and commitment to the very academic pursuits that we pledge ourselves to.

JJ:
Great.  One more question if I could… this is a question about the University of Mississippi.  The question is:  How might the University of Mississippi fit into the story that you’re telling in your book?  In particular, what questions should we be paying close attention to as we explore this issue on our own campus?

CSW:  
I think, you know, the history of the university is the obligation of the university.  Right?  It’s just that simple.  What I would pay attention to is addressing, from the very earliest moment, fears that people have about that past.  And I think we do that by including them in the process.  Or at least making the process transparent to them.  And also the rationale for it.  You know, that we are an institution of higher education, we’re an institution that produces knowledge and one of our obligations is to be honest about our own past.  We actually have to explore our past with the same energy, vigor, and openness that we look at the history of other institutions in the United States.  And so one of the things I’ve pointed out to audiences before is:  We write about Thomas Jefferson and slavery…

JJ:
Mm-hm.

CSW:  
…in the most personal terms, you know.  We write about presidents and slavery. We write about the cotton trade and slavery.  We write about the enslaved people building the Capitol but somehow, then, hesitate when it comes to slavery and our own universities.  We have to get over that fear.  We have an obligation to ourselves to be truthful and we have an obligation to the next generation of scholars and students to have actually set our own record straight.

JJ:
And do you think it’s useful for universities to have this conversation with each other?  University of Georgia, South Carolina, Harvard… is this something that should be taking place at a national level?

CSW:  
Yes.  Yes.  I think it is.  And I think the other thing that we have to remember is:  the University of Mississippi has an obligation to itself but it also has an obligation to Mississippi, the South and the Nation.  It sits in a leadership position.  And we can’t shrink from that leadership position when the questions get tough.  That’s when we need universities to really stand up and, in fact, set an example for how we deal with a difficult, contentious, at times painful past… but ultimately a past that we’re quite capable of dealing with.

JJ:
I want to thank you again for the conversation, and thanks for being here.

CSW:
Thank you.  Thank you.

