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Unrequited Toil

Written as a narrative history of slavery within the United States,

Unrequited Toil details how an institution that seemed to be

disappearing at the end of the American Revolution rose to become

the most contested and valuable economic interest in the nation by

1850. Calvin Schermerhorn charts changes in the family lives of

enslaved Americans, exploring the broader processes of nation-

building in the United States, the growth and intensification of

national and international markets, the institutionalization of chattel

slavery, and the growing relevance of race in the politics and society of

the republic. In chapters organized chronologically, Schermerhorn

argues that American economic development relied upon African

Americans’ social reproduction while simultaneously destroying their

intergenerational cultural continuity. He explores the personal

narratives of enslaved people and develops themes such as politics,

economics, labor, literature, rebellion, and social conditions.

Calvin Schermerhorn is a professor in the School of Historical,

Philosophical, and Religious Studies at Arizona State University. He is

author of The Business of Slavery and the Rise of American Capitalism,

1815–1860 (2015), coeditor of Henry Goings’s Rambles of a Runaway

from Southern Slavery (2012), and author of Money over Mastery,

Family over Freedom: Slavery in the Antebellum Upper South (2011).
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Cambridge Essential Histories

Cambridge Essential Histories is devoted to introducing critical events, periods, or
individuals in history to students. Volumes in this series emphasize narrative as ameans
of familiarizing students with historical analysis. In this series, leading scholars focus
on topics in European, American, Asian, Latin American,Middle Eastern, African, and
World History through thesis-driven, concise volumes designed for survey and upper-
division undergraduate history courses. The books contain an introduction that
acquaints readers with the historical event and reveals the book’s thesis; narrative
chapters that cover the chronology of the event or problem; and a concluding
summary that provides the historical interpretation and analysis.
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