The Development Of Southern Cultures In The
Chesapeake 1680-1800

The Chesapeake region, encompassing modern-day states of Maryland and
Virginia, played a significant role in the shaping and development of Southern
cultures in America during the period of 1680-1800. This article explores the
various factors and influences that contributed to the distinct social, economic,

and cultural transformation in the Chesapeake region during this time.

Economic Influences

The Chesapeake was primarily an agrarian society focused on tobacco
cultivation. The economy heavily relied on the labor of enslaved Africans who
were brought to the region to work on plantations. This influx of enslaved labor
had a profound impact on the region's culture, as it shaped the social hierarchy,
labor relations, and even the cuisine of the Chesapeake. The cultivation of
tobacco not only fueled the economic growth of the region but also contributed to
the emergence of a distinct planter class that wielded immense power and

influence.

Social Hierarchies and Slavery

Slavery was an integral part of the Chesapeake society during this period. The
enslaved population, including both Africans and African Americans, formed the
majority of the labor force in the region. The plantation owners and their families,
known as the planter elite, owned vast amounts of land and enslaved people.
This concentration of wealth and power created a rigid social hierarchy with the
planter elite at the top. Slavery affected all aspects of daily life, including
education, religion, and marriage, leaving a lasting impact on the culture of the

Chesapeake.
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The Chesapeake was a melting pot of various cultures and ethnicities. Africans,

Cultural Influences

Europeans, and Native Americans — all played a role in shaping the cultural
landscape of the region. African traditions and customs significantly impacted the
music, dance, folklore, and culinary practices in the Chesapeake. The European
settlers brought with them their own cultural traditions and beliefs, which merged
and evolved in the new environment. Native American influences were also

present, especially in the areas of agriculture and hunting practices.

Religious Landscape

The dominant religious groups in the Chesapeake during this time were Anglicans
and Baptists. Anglicanism was the Church of England, which was the established
church in Virginia. Many plantation owners were Anglicans and used religion to

maintain social order and control over their enslaved workforce. Baptists, on the
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other hand, represented a growing dissenting religious movement that challenged
the authority of the Anglican Church. The religious landscape of the Chesapeake
reflected the tensions and divisions of the time, while also contributing to the

overall cultural development of the region.

Political Developments and Revolutionary Impact

The political climate of the Chesapeake was dominated by the power and
influence of the planter elite. The intense rivalries and conflicts between different
factions within the elite class contributed to the overall social and political
instability in the region. The revolutionary ideas of the late 18th century had a
significant impact on the Chesapeake, culminating in the American Revolution.
The revolutionary movement brought about profound political, social, and cultural
changes that would shape the future of the region and its place within the newly

formed United States.

Legacy and Historical Significance

The development of Southern cultures in the Chesapeake during the period of
1680-1800 left a lasting legacy that continues to shape the region today. The
economic reliance on slavery and the plantation system created deep-rooted
racial divisions and disparities that persist in the region. The cultural influences
brought by Africans, Europeans, and Native Americans have left an indelible mark
on the arts, cuisine, and traditions of the Chesapeake. The political developments
and revolutionary impact played a crucial role in the formation of the American

nation and its ongoing struggles with issues of equality and freedom.

In, the development of Southern cultures in the Chesapeake from 1680-1800
was a complex and multi-faceted process influenced by economic, social,
cultural, and political factors. The region's reliance on tobacco cultivation, the

institution of slavery, the blending of diverse cultural traditions, the dominance of



the planter elite, and the revolutionary impact all played a significant role in
shaping the distinct character of the Chesapeake in this pivotal period of

American history.
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Tobacco and Slaves is a major reinterpretation of the economic and political
transformation of Chesapeake society from 1680 to 1800. Building upon massive
archival research in Maryland and Virginia, Allan Kulikoff provides the most
comprehensive study to date of changing social relations--among both blacks and
whites--in the eighteenth-century South. He links his arguments about class,
gender, and race to the later social history of the South and to larger patterns of
American development.

Allan Kulikoff is professor of history at Northern lllinois University and author of

The Agrarian Origins of American Capitalism.
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