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INTRODUCTION

When people think of the ante-bellum South, the image that comes to mind is
often one of a Gone With the Wind -inspired white columned plantation mansion with
a multitude of slaves, at the beck and call of their genteel master and beautiful
mistress. The air is thick and sweet with the scent of magnolias in bloom, and thirsty
visitors enjoy mint juleps and fresh lemonade, prepared under the watchful eye of
the plantation mistress. The master of the house has little interest in monetary and
mundane business affairs. He passes his days with athletic and social pursuits, while
acting as a father figure to all his loyal slaves. While he may commit an indiscretion
here and there, it is all part of his burden as head of a plantation. His loyal and
devoted wife is everything a man could ask for. She is beautiful, graceful, and
charming. She keeps the plantation household running smoothly while barely
lifting a finger, and she stands by her husband and her family firmly, no matter
what situation arises. This is an illustration of the plantation myth. It embodies the
spirit that the Old South wished to project for the rest of the world to see.

Central to this myth is the portrayal of southern womanhood in the
nineteenth-century American South. Although the mythical plantation mistress was
a lofty ideal and a wonderful literary character, she was not a tangible being.
Obviously, not all southern belles were beautiful and graceful, and few if any
plantation mistresses could conduct the business of the plantation in such an
effortless fashion. Quite the contrary: ease and freedom from care characterized the
lives of hardly any southern plantation mistresses. Running the domestic aspect of a
plantation was hard work, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.

Nineteenth-century southern women were placed in a unique position.
According to historian Anne Firor Scott, "southern women in the years before 1860

had been the subjects — perhaps the victims — of an image of woman that was at odds
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with the reality of their lives."! This Image of what a woman was to be like was a
powertul force. Elizabeth Fox-Genovese points out that “the figure of the lady,
especially the plantation mistress, dominated southern ideals of womanhood. That
slaveholding ladies were massively outnumbered by nonslaveholding or small
slaveholding women challenges any easy assumptions about the relation between the
ideal and the reality but does not undermine the power of the ideal."? Within their
established role in society, this ideal was the ultimate that women could strive for.
While the plantation myth was promoted as the reality of the South, southerners
knew that it did not exist in real life, but rather in the hearts and minds of the
people. The life envisioned by the plantation myth was the dream existence for
white southerners, and the role it created for women was the essence of the ideal
southern mauton.

Despite the fact that the plantation myth's portrayal of southern women was
remote from reality, it was widely circulated and accepted in the South as well as the
North. It had an enormous effect on southern literature: while some authors chose t0
abandon it in favor of a more realistic interpretation, more authors embraced and
illustrated it in their writing. Westward Ho, Swallow Barn, Marse Chan, and Gone
With the Wind exemplify the celebration of the plantation myth in literature.
Diaries and journals of plantation mistresses and southern girls show that the myth
had influences quite real, that its reception was pervasive and evoked a widespread
desire to live up to it. An examination of these literary works, diaries, and journals
shows that southern society in general, and southern women specifically, embraced
the portrayal of women in the plantation myth as ideal, and strove to reach this goal

as the highest level of culture and existence available in their ante-bellum society.

1Anne Firor Scott, The Southern Lady: From Pedestal to Politics 1830 - 1930 (Chicago,
The University of Chicago Press, 1970), p. X.

2Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household: Black and White Women of
the Old South(Chapel Hill, The University of North Carolina Press, 1988), p. 47.
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Previous studies have recognized the power of the myth, but have
concentrated on different aspects of southern women's history. Two of the most
influential authors in this field are Anne Firor Scott and Elizabeth Fox-Genovese.
Scott's work has been four fold in purpose. While striving to "add to our
understanding of what has been social reality," she has described the culturally
defined image of the lady, traced its effects on women's behavior, and analyzed the
process through which these ladies later freed themselves from these cultural
expectations.3 Fox-Genovese has approached this historical problem from a gender
relations standpoint. She looks at both black and white women in the Old South and
their gender roles and identities, in contrast to northern and European women.
Although the thesis espoused in this paper is different from these two outlooks, it is
not in contrast with them. Rather, the emphasis is shifted from the paths described
above toward highlighting the use of the plantation myth as an ideal: the desire of
southern women to emulate the myth in reality, while at the same time being quite

aware that it was a myth.

BACKGROUND

The Reality of the Plantation Social System through 1860
A word that is often used when describing the historic American South is
"peculiar.” Whether referring to its people, architecture, or institutions, there seems
to be a general consensus that the South has been different from the rest of the
country — that it was somewhat strange and exceptional. The prevalence of that

impression suggests that understanding the plantation myth requires explaining the

3Scott, p. XIL.
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unique aspects of the southern social system by returning to the beginnings of
southern society: the formation of the plantation system.

The settling of the South began in Virginia and South Carolina in the
seventeenth-century. The majority of the first settlers were English people of the
middle and lower classes, who were soon followed by people of Scotch and Scotch-
Irish descent.4 These were not people who were running away from oppressive
regimes, nor were they fleeing religious persecution; they were merely seeking
economic opportunities for themselves. According to LA. Newby, "they sought not a
new England, not a society built according to a purist's dream, but a wider England in
which they could participate freely and from which they could derive a full share of
benefit." 3

The motives of the settlers combined with three main factors to lead to the
development of the plantation system.® The first was the land policy of the southern
colonial governments, which facilitated the collection of large holdings of land.
There were many ways that policy promoted this. One, the head right system,
stemmed from the shortage of labor in the southern colonies. Healthy, strong people
were needed to work in the swampy areas of the South, as the old labor force was
constantly thinned out by malaria and harsh working conditions. Indentured
servants were initially the main labor force, and ships' captains were rewarded
handsomely for their repeated deliveries of fresh human labor. The captains were
given head rights, which translated into land grants. After a career of hauling
indentured servants across the Atlantic, a captain had often amassed a vast land
holding in Virginia or South Carolina. In addition to the sea captains, anyone with
money could buy land and with that social status much quicker and easier in the

southern colonies than back home in England. In this manner, a select few gained

41. A. Newby, The South: A History (U. S. A., Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1978), p. 38.
SNewby, p. 38.
6Newby, p. 43.
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control of much of the available land. These large land holdings were essential for
the operation of the plantaudon system.

A second factor that led to the growth of the plantation system was the
suitability of the soil and climate in the southern colonies for growing staple crops.
In 1612, John Rolfe introduced what Newby has called "a sweet-scented West Indian
tobacco that suited the soil and climate of Virginia and the tastes of English
gentlemen."’ With this, staple agriculture took off in the southern colonies. Tobacco
was followed by cotton, sugar, and rice, all of which favored a large, plantation style
system of agriculture.

The third factor that influenced the development of the plantation system was
not an inside influence nor a quality inherent in the colonies, but rather an outside
influence — the encouragement of British mercantlism. Merchants were willing to
pay good money for staple crops that could be grown in a plantation setting. This
prospect of a constant influx of money from Great Britain was the final impetus in
the development of the plantation system of agriculture in the southern colonies.

The result of these three factors was an economy centered on large-scale
agriculture. Plantations, and eventually slavery, became a way of life.8 A select few
owned most of the land, and they set up plantations, which consisted of varying
amounts of cultivated land, a main house or living quarters, and several outbuildings.
The outbuildings were for the smooth functioning and upkeep of the plantation
house and crops. They included dairies, necessaries, spring houses, smoke houses,
barns, and slave quarters, all of which were often referred to as dependencies. These
land owners, or planters, became the heads not only of their own plantations but the
leaders of society and politics as well. The practice of plantation agriculture

influenced all aspects of life.

7Newby, p. 43.
8Newby, p. 43.
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Due to the vast acreage of land allotted to each plantation, neighbors were
often very few and far between. In addition, many land owners were absentee
landlords, living on one of their other plantations, in towns, or perhaps even in
another state, further contributing to the isolation of each individual plantation.
Because of this self-inflicted isolation, plantations were out of necessity self-
sufficient. Each plantation had to have its own labor force for both domestic and
agricultural purposes. The African slaves who were the forced successors of the
indentured servants fulfilled both of these roles.

As this system emerged, the social structure of the South formed and
fermented, until it assumed a pattern that lasted for almost two hundred years. As
historian I.A. Newby concluded, "before the seventeenth century had ended, the
plantation system complete with grandee owners and African slavery had developed
in Virginia and assumed the general form it retained until the civil war."® South
Carolina was next to implement this system, followed by the rest of the South.
Agriculture became the ways and means of the South, and the plantation became the
most important part of agricultural production.l0 Almost all of these plantations
were owned by white males and worked by black slaves.

According to Newby, as the plantation owners "transformed themselves into a
landed gentry ... they acquired attributes of high culture and genteel living that set
them apart from other classes and provided them with a source of social prestige and,
ultimately, with a basis for idealizing and romanticizing their entire class."!l They
accomplished this rather adroitly, catching not only themselves in this web of home
made nobility, but enchanting southerners, northerners, and historians of following

generations with their story. As a result, "they have escaped the kind of critical

9Newby, p. 44
10Newby, p. 127.
l11Newby, p. 46.
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analysis usually applied to social elites."12 [t is because of this that southerners are
widely known not as they were, but as they wished o be seen. The most vivacious.,
wide spread rendidon of southern history. and that version which the southern
gentry themselves preferred, is that of the plantaton myth or legend: "a
magnificent physical setting. the virtues of rural life, an organic social structure,
class and racial harmony. [and] material sufficiency without the corruptons of

wealth or poverty."13

The Plantatdon Myth

According to the plantation myth, the head of the social structure was the
southern country gentleman. The southern gentleman was a man belonging to the
landed gentry, a man who did not engage in a menial occupaton or in manual labor
for gain. He presided over everyone on the plantation: the plantation mistress, the
overseer, the slaves, and all of the children, black and white, were under his power.
This master drew justification for his absolute authority from many sources, a
prominent one being the cavalier myth.

The cavalier myth characterized the founding fathers of southern agrarian
life as gentry, claiming that the first white men who came to the south, and Virginia
especially, were English country nobles. These men were supposedly fleeing Oliver
Cromwell and his religious persecution. Since there was no royal or feudal system in
America, these nobles became country gentlemen. This did not mean that they gave
up their lifestyle. They merely set up a squirearchy, a social system whose classes
were not as strictly defined as in an aristocracy, but nevertheless retained a social
hierarchy. By embracing this myth, the southern country gentleman presumed to

be noble. He had a legitimate reason for leaving his home land, and an ancestral

12Newby, p. 47.
13Newby, p. 175.
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clatm o power tn his new lund, With this asserted nob)iity came noblesse oblige, the
obligation of honorable, generous, and responsible behavior, and with this noblesse
oblige came the reat ol the plantation myth,

tn thiy myth, the good and Just msster of the plantation took seriously his
obligation to behave honorably und responsibly.  fn most matiers public and private
he acted with honor, s dependents were more like hls chlidren, and his family was
supreme.  Interestingly enough, his noblesse oblige did not extend to certain
celements of his morality. e was permitled 4 great deal of leeway In his extra-marital
atlalrs, and gambling and drinking were among his many vices.

The plantation myth Implicily stipulated that most southern whites lived in
plantation houscholds. It presumed that Just about every white man was a cavalier
master, and that almost every white woman was a southern belle destined to become a
plantation mistress. In addition, almost every plantadon household was on a grand
scale. Manslons were the status quo, as was ownership of hundreds of glaves, and vast
acreage of land. These "noble” families did not have children, they "bred,” and being
well bred was an essentlal Ingredient for a successful soclal life.

The role of southern women in this myth was particularly defined, but not as
individuals. Plantation women were Idenufled in relation to others, as daughters,
wives, and mothers. They were supposed to live a moral and virtuous life, and be an
example for others to follow. Newby has noted that they were expected to cultivate
"the feminine virtues — dellcacy, modesty, chasuty, love, obedience,” and be "happy
homemakers, loyal wives, and devoted mothers."14 The myth imposed that under no
circumstances should women find themselves discontent with their God-given lot,
nor should they attempt to enter the man's sphere of interests and duties. All of this

had to be accomplished joyfully and effortlessly, lest according to Newby "they

l4Newby, p. 168.


















































































































