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Have you had a positive 
experience renting a 

vacation property from 
the Harvard Magazine 

CLASSIFIEDS? 
Tell us about it here:

http://bit.ly/hmagvacay

“Forty years in the making, this study is literary 
archeology at its most imaginative and ambitious.”—
Prof. Stephen G. Nichols, Johns Hopkins University

!is monograph examines the medieval French 
translation/adaptation of Virgil’s Aeneid. In its 
analyses, the work employs Relevance !eory, second 
language pedagogy and hermeneutics. Second 
edition, revised and corrected. E-Book available.

Edwin Mellen Press
ISBN10: 0-7734-1577-7. ISBN13: 978-0-

7734-1577-5. Pages: 360. 2011

FOR YOUR HOLIDAY 
GIFT-GIVING, WHY NOT?

!e Methods of Medieval 
Translators: A Comparison of 

the Latin Text of Virgil’s Aeneid 
with its Old French Adaptations 
by Raymond J. Cormier (Ph.D., 1967)

“Global Whitemanism”
The capitalist economy and dark dreams of the slaveholding South

by #2/3$,5 +. .,"'$+3

T32& 2& $ ($"6 .!!6 about a dark 
subject. Walter Johnson burst 
onto the historical scene with the 
1999 publication of his influential 

Soul by Soul, which positioned the slave mar-
ket as the central institution of the antebel-
lum South, shaping not only the southern 
economy, but also white self-conceptions 
and black lives. With chilling e7ciency, the 
book unpacked the practical and psycho-
logical di7culties in commodifying what 
should not be commodified. Johnson sought 
to reduce slavery to its basic equation—“a 
person with a price”—and to show how this 
omnipresent calculation permeated and un-
dergirded every aspect of southern life.

In River of Dark Dreams, Johnson deals with 
some of the same themes, but the Winthrop 
professor of history and professor of African 

and African American studies expands them 
outward in every direction. The new book, 
too, is rooted in an equation, or rather a con-
version—“lashes into labor into bales into 
dollars into pounds sterling”—one that gov-
erned the lives of planters and slaves, shaped 
the land, development, and society of the Cot-
ton Kingdom, and drove a global economy ex-
tending to banks in London and mills in Lan-
cashire. The book is not simply the history of 
a region (the antebellum Mississippi Valley) 
or a work of political economy (what John-
son terms “slave racial capitalism”), though 
it is certainly both of these things. In a larger 
sense, it is the history of a mentality out of 
which would emerge a vision of global empire 
premised upon the commodification of cot-
ton and the human beings forced to tend it.

Johnson’s is a story of land, slaves, cot-

ton, steamboats, dizzying economic growth, 
and the nearly unlimited capital that made 
it possible. As with any work of political 
economy, it relies on abstractions, aggrega-
tions, and synthesis to cover ground quickly 
and to analyze the big picture. Commodifi-
cation and capitalization, his subjects, are 
themselves, of course, methods of abstrac-
tion, and this could easily be a book without 
individual people. But it is not.

To his credit, Johnson alternates between 
the macro and micro view, interspersing 
richly detailed anecdotes and even chapters 
within his larger analysis, and he populates 
the Cotton Kingdom with captivating and 
repulsive charac-
ters. For instance, 
he provides an illu-
minating examina-
tion of steamboat 
technology as well 
as lurid accounts 
of horrifying accidents and their increas-
ing frequency as boat owners and opera-
tors pushed their machines and people 
well beyond the limits of safety and com-
mon sense in a never-ending quest to best 

Walter Johnson, River  
of Dark Dreams: Slavery 
and Empire in the Cotton  
Kingdom (Harvard  
University Press, $35)
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their competitors and extract further prof-
it. In these pages, one meets Charles Des-
londes, the Creole slave who led an unsuc-
cessful 1811 revolt in Louisiana only to be 
gruesomely executed; the mysterious and 
murderous slave-stealer John Murrell; the 
ill-fated, misguided, and almost pitiable Cu-
ban “liberator,” General Narciso López; and 
the “shape-shifter” William Walker, that 
“grey-eyed man of destiny,” who rose from 
obscurity to briefly conquer Nicaragua in 
the name of advancing southern interests 
and the progress of the white race. Through-
out, Johnson seeks to stress the human and 
environmental resistance that always con-
ditioned white ambitions, and to remind us 
that on the ground, “The Cotton Kingdom 
was built out of sun, water, and soil; animal 
energy, human labor, and mother wit; grain, 
flesh, and cotton; pain, hunger, and fatigue; 
blood, milk, semen, and shit.”

In the longstanding historical debate over 
whether southern planters should best be 
viewed as premodern, paternalistic anticap-
italists or as modern, market-driven capi-

talists whose factories happened to be in 
fields, Johnson has always come down on the 
capitalist side, but here he drives the point 
to the hilt. Mississippi Valley planters were 
not merely capitalists, he argues, they were 
global free-trade capitalists, whose obses-
sion with e7ciency and productivity drove 
them to wring every last dollar out of their 
fields and their enslaved people. Measur-
ing distance in dollars, not miles, planters 
always kept one eye on the cotton prices and 
shipping rates in Liverpool, New York, and 
New Orleans even as they kept the other 
carefully trained on their slaves for any sign 
of slackening, resistance, or rebellion.

Yet it was capitalism with a twist. Where-
as in most capitalist societies, capital and la-
bor are separate, usually oppositional, forc-
es, here they were blended together in the 
persons of slaves. Johnson pulls no punches 
in presenting slavery in all its dehumanizing 
ugliness while also emphasizing the many 
ways slaves found to resist their masters, 
shape their environments, and, within the 
constraints of oppression, make lives of 

their own. Still, slaves remained the most 
valuable and liquid form of capital in the 
South, one that could be moved easily and 
sold anywhere, and it was the territorially 
bounded (i.e., domestic) slave market, John-
son argues, that made the South the South 
by knitting together the upper southern 
states and Deep South into a single slave 
economy. For white slaveowners, the slave 
market always remained “the factory of slav-
ery’s future” and the “prime engine of spatial 
and temporal transformation.”

The last quarter of the book deals with 
southern visions of empire as Mississippi 
Valley-boosters sought to reinvigorate their 
regional economy by seizing new lands 
and gaining new slaves in order to advance 
“global whitemanism.” Johnson takes the 
imperialist aspirations of southern proslav-
ery advocates seriously, and he provides an 
in-depth examination of American filibus-
tering expeditions in Cuba and Nicaragua 
as well as the e*orts (mostly talk) to reopen 
the Atlantic slave trade. For whites in the 
Mississippi Valley, he reminds us, the map 

Wonder Women: Sex, Power, and 
the Quest for Perfection, by Debo-
ra L. Spar, Ph.D. ’90 (Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, $27). The author, now presi-
dent of Barnard College, formerly of the 
Harvard Business School faculty, begins by 
remembering “the moment I knew I was 
having it all”—and explores the burdens 
that have resulted for “women of my so-
called postfeminist generation.”

Mapping Manhattan, by 
Becky Cooper ’10 (Abrams, 
$19.95). The author walked 
through Manhattan, handing 
out blank maps and soliciting 
recipients’ drawings of their 

city. The result, subtitled “A Love 
(and Sometimes Hate) Story in 
Maps by 75 New Yorkers,” is clever, 
engaging, and emotionally resonant 
in all the ways that famous island 
is itself.

The Federal Reserve: What Every-
one Needs to Know, by Stephen H. 
Axilrod ’48 (Oxford, $16.95 paper). As if 
years monitoring the economy and !ght-
ing in"ation weren’t challenge enough, 
this Fed veteran, with long subsequent 
!nancial-services experience, has written 
a reader-friendly, slender book, in ques-
tion-and-answer format, to demystify the 
central bank.

The Numbers Game: Why Every-
thing You Know about Soccer Is 
Wrong, by Chris Anderson and David 
Sally ’82 (Penguin, $16 paper). Anderson, 
of Cornell, and Sally, visiting associate pro-
fessor of business administration at Dart-
mouth, put aside their academics for their 
passion, and bring quanti!cation and data 
analysis to “the beautiful game.”

The Founding Conservatives, by 
David Lefer ’93 (Sentinel, $29.95). The 
author, a former Ledecky Undergradu-
ate Fellow at this magazine, now indus-
try professor at New York University’s 
Polytechnic Institute, examines how John 
Dickinson, James Wilson, Roger Morris, 

Silas Dean, and others helped 
shape America’s original prin-
ciples and in so doing, the sub-
title says, “saved the American 
Revolution” and planted the 
seeds for contemporary con-
servatism.

Every Love Story Is a 
Ghost Story: A Life of Da-
vid Foster Wallace, by D.T. 
Max ’83 (Viking $27.95, Pen-
guin $17 paper). A New Yorker 

O f f  t h e  S h e l f
Recent books with Harvard connections

Two New Yorkers’ self-made 
maps of their Manhattan: a 
plot of places visited (or not), 
and a narrative of gloves 
misplaced (and other, more 
consequential losses).

26     S,-+,#.,"  -  O/+!.,"  2013

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746



M O N T A G E

[ e-mail ]

SIGN UP 
harvardmag.com/email

 
 

Curated content
delivered to your doorstep.

H!"#$%&"'! () A*!'(&" is undergoing rapid, 
disruptive, and persistent change. It will take 
visionary leaders to transform our healthcare 
organizations in this dynamic environment.

www.brown.edu/exec

16-Month Intensive Blended Program
Online and On-Campus

A program of intense study focused on leading 
transformation in American healthcare.

Transforming Leaders. 
Transforming Healthcare.

Healthcare 
Leadership

E!"#$%&'" M()%"* of of the United States and the South remained 
very much unfinished. As the steamboat 
economy reached its physical limit and 
railroads began to reorient western trade 
eastward, instead of southward, southern 
spokesmen in the 1850s sought to expand 
their slave economy and establish the di-
rect trade connections necessary to sustain 
it. In their view, Cuba was the natural and 
inevitable gateway to the slave South, and 
Nicaragua o*ered a path west to connect 
the Mississippi Valley to the emerging Pa-
cific economy. Although unsuccessful, these 
e*orts to bring new lands under southern 
white control and reopen the Atlantic slave 
trade, Johnson argues, shared a common vi-
sion, one “that outlines what the world and 
the future looked like to slaveholders and 
other white men in the Mississippi Valley 
on the eve of the Civil War.”

To be clear, this book is emphatically not 
about the coming of the Civil War. Johnson’s 
interest lies in the antebellum South as a re-
gion of global economy, one that sought eco-
nomic revitalization through global integra-

staff writer’s biography of the author of 
In!nite Jest, a suicide in 2008, explores 
Wallace’s graduate studies in philosophy 
at Harvard, from which he withdrew in 
crisis.

Re!ections on Judging, by the Honor-
able Richard A. Posner, LL.B. ’62 (Har-
vard, $29.95). Drawing on 31 years of 
experience on the U.S. Court of Appeals 
for the Seventh Circuit, the author—a 
remarkably proli!c writer—weighs in on 
the practical details of advocacy, opin-
ion-writing, and legal training, and on the 
virtues of legal realism as opposed to for-
malist doctrine. He’s a fan of Holmes, 
Brandeis, Cardozo, Friendly, et al.

Presidential Leadership and the 
Creation of the American Era, by Jo-
seph S. Nye Jr., University Distinguished 
Professor (Princeton, $27.95). With the 
Arab world in transition, a newly power-
ful China, and other rising nations on the 
horizon, what is the role of the U.S. pres-
ident in forging a new world order—or 
managing what is on the agenda, transac-
tionally? Nye compares Wilson and Rea-
gan to Eisenhower and Bush 41, and !nds 
the latter sometimes more successful.
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tion and international free trade. In fact, he 
finds the traditional narrative of sectional ten-
sions leading to armed conflict to be anach-
ronistic and too “resolutely nationalist in its 
spatial framing” when it comes to under-
standing the Mississippi Valley. Historians, 
he charges, have projected the geographic 
Confederacy backwards, defining the South 
by what it would later become rather than 
what it might have been. The imagined pro-
slavery empire that he explores represented 
an alternative vision of the future, the direc-
tion in which white southerners thought they 
were headed before Confederate defeat for-
ever crushed their hopes.

That said, one must wonder about the 
representativeness of some these views, 
even among Mississippi planters. Johnson 
tells us that “a very large proportion of Val-
ley slaveholders” supported the invasion of 
Nicaragua and the reopening of the Atlantic 
slave trade, but he provides little concrete 
evidence to demonstrate this widespread 
support. Instead, he relies on the writings of 
well-known proslavery spokesmen without 
much discussion of their larger resonance. 
More to the point, if reopening the slave 
trade was so popular and believed to be so 
vital to the future of the South, then why 
did delegates from the seceded states of the 
Deep South go out of their way to forever 
prohibit it when they had their chance to 
draft their own national Confederate consti-
tution in February 1861? Why let it go with-
out much more than a whimper? Johnson 

passes over this fact quickly, and there are 
several possible explanations, but a more 
thorough examination would seem to be 
required, given the thrust of his argument.

Still, this is a monumental book, and per-
haps Johnson’s greatest achievement is how 
e*ectively he conveys the uncertainty and 
fear that pervaded the daily lives of slave-
holders. Dependent on weather and crops 
that might fail, slaves who might rebel and 

certainly would resist, steamboats that might 
(and often did) explode, cotton prices that 
might drop, shipping costs that might rise, 
credit that might evaporate, paper money 
that might be valueless, distant parties who 
might be fraudulent, not to mention the un-
certain compliance of an envious nonslave-
holding southern white majority, Mississippi 
Valley planters built their society and econ-
omy on a powder keg, and they knew it. In 
a place where nothing was fixed, identities 
were uncertain, and wealth or ruin could 
come in a blink of an eye, a deep-seated and 
very much justified anxiety weighed on every 
planter’s mind and governed his actions. As 
Johnson puts it, “the Cotton Kingdom was 
less an accomplished fact than an ongoing 
project, less a fixed bastion of slaveholding 
power than an excruciating becoming.” Far 
from taking their ease on their verandas, dark 
dreams haunted the minds of the lords of the 
Cotton Kingdom, and their power and profits 
came at a terrible price. 

Historian Michael T. Bernath, Ph.D. ’05, is Tebeau 
associate professor at the University of Miami and 
the author of Confederate Minds: The Struggle 
for Intellectual Independence in the Civil 
War South (2010).

Taylor Chiu seeks a citation for words 
attributed to Jane Austen:  “Teach us that 
we may feel the importance of every 
hour, every minute, as it passes.” 

Eliot Kieval, intrigued by the famous 
assertion “I disapprove of [sometimes, 
disagree with] what you say, but I will de-
fend to the death your right to say it,” 
frequently attributed to Voltaire, is eager 
to learn of any similar declarations, in any 
language, that predate the 1906 publica-
tion of The Friends of  Voltaire, by “Stephen 
G. Tallentyre” (the pen name of English 
writer Evelyn Beatrice Hall). The quota-
tion is reported to be Hall’s paraphrase 
of Voltaire’s attitude; Fred R. Shapiro, edi-

tor of The Yale Book of Quotations, writes in 
that volume that the quotation “does not 
appear…in Voltaire’s writings.”
 
“Together” (July-August). Carmen Mun-
nelly recognized Ludwig Lewisohn’s poem 
“Together,” which begins, “You and I by 
this lamp with these/few books shut out 
the world…” and ends, “And this is mar-
riage, this is love.” Jo Salas cited Grace Pal-
ey’s “Hand-Me-Downs,” from Begin Again: 
Collected Poems, for its similar theme. 

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter  
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138, or via e-mail to 
chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.

C h a p t e r  &  Ve r s e
Correspondence on not-so-famous lost words

The First Cotton-gin, by William L. 
Sheppard, published in Harper’s, Decem-
ber 18, 1869, shows slaves at work—and 
masters who pro"ted from their labor.
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