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The Negro Act of 1740


The Negro Act passed in 1740 is one of the most controversial laws that have ever been exercised during the colonial times. Many historians have termed this law as an inhumane legislation mainly because it violated almost every human right and freedom. In addition, it was discriminatory in nature since it only targeted the black people. According to Thornton (2011), the act prohibited African Americans that were living in South Carolina from engaging in any activity that would empower them. They were literally not allowed to learn how to read and write, travel abroad, earn or possess money, raise food or even assemble in groups. Ideally, this made it a very controversial law that has been a point of reference throughout the centuries. What made it even more astonishing is that slave owners were allowed to treat the slave as property meaning they would dispose or kill any rebellious slave at will. 
How the act came into being

There are a lot of factor that contributed in the writing and passing of the Negro Act. According to Konadu (2010) for instance, proposals for the law were triggered by slaves uprising in the colony of South Carolina during the tenure of Governor William Bull. Starting on September 9, 1739, the uprising which was referred to as Stono Rebellion made history for being the largest slave rebellion to be staged in British mainland colonies. Historical statistics suggest that more than 47 whites and 44 blacks lost their lives with tens of other getting wounded (Thornton, 2011). It was led by a group of somewhat elite slaves that stood up to oppression and inhumane treatment they had been subjected to by their masters. Many of them were suspected to be from Central Africa perhaps due to their proficiency in Portuguese. 

During early 1730s, slavery was very common in many mainland colonies. According to Konadu (2010), slave trade was real business with thousands of black people being shipped into these regions from North and West Africa. During their stay in bondage, they were exposed to all kinds of inhumane treatment some of which inspired hatred and grief. On September 9, 1739, they executed a plan to escape to Spain that was relatively friendly to slaves. Their leader Jemmy who was a literate slave led a group of close to 20 slaves through Stono River enroute to Spanish Florida which had promised freedom to any slave escaping from British colonies. Riordan (2016) notes that they were able to recruit more than 60 more slaves, many of whom were Congolese. Their experience in the army back home helped them push on until they were intercepted and defeated by South Carolina militia when they arrived at Edisto River. 
Passing of the Act and its effect

Following the rebellion led by Jemmy, slave owners throughout South Carolina expressed concerns on the need to restrict some rights enjoyed by Black Americans. According to their assessment, the rebellion had taken place because the blacks had spent a lot of time planning on how they would stage their escape. As such, it was necessary to limit the amount of time they spent together as well as restrict their access to resources such as food and money that would empower them in one way or the other. The Negro Act of 1740 was therefore signed into law and addressed many of the concerns highlighted above (Thornton, 2011). 

The implementation of the act was timely and came at a moment when cases of slave rebellion were on the rise. Riordan (2016) notes that the Stono Rebellion, even though it failed, had inspired many slaves to fight for the rights. Therefore, the legislation came as a means of controlling what seemed to be getting out on hand. As noted earlier, the terms of the act were so severe to the slaves. For instance, they were prohibited from enjoying many human rights that most people in South Carolina were enjoying. They could not congregate freely or travel abroad. In addition, their rights to formal education, raising food or earning money were abolished. Their fate was solely left to their holders who were permitted by the law to kill them at will in case they became rebellious. 

The tight controls were not only imposed on the slaves. Riordan (2016) notes that slaveholders were also compelled to tight rules on how they could treat their slaves. For instance, the act established very tough penalties against any form of harsh and inhumane treatment that they would impose on their slaves. Slaves were allowed to worship with masters encouraged to teach them Christian doctrines. In addition, the act reduced the number of slaves that a holder would have on his or her plantation to ten. All these measures were aimed at improving the conditions in slavery which has greatly been blamed for the rising cases of rebellions. Slaves from Africa that were deemed to be very rebellious were prohibited in the colony meaning not holder would buy or import them. The Negro Act remained in effect for over a century until 1865. 
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