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Dr. Dhanpaul Narine

How Slavery Built 
American Universities

You are brought to 
tears. How could this 
happen in America? 
Why is there so much 
hate and racism and big-
otry on campus, and of 
all places at Harvard? 
One upset student spoke 
to the Washington Times 
and said, ‘ I wasn’t sur-
prised. This is part and 
parcel of what is happen-
ing here at Harvard and 
also at other institutions 
across the country.’

In order to understand 
attitudes at Harvard it is 
necessary to look at the 
University’s links to an 
institution that has pro-
vided it with great re-
source. This is slavery. 
The records show that 
the Royall family left 
land for Harvard College 
to found the fi rst profes-
sorship in law.

This later grew into 
Harvard Law School and 
it bore the Royall fami-
ly crest or court of arms. 
Who was Royall and 
why is he a controver-
sial fi gure at Harvard? 
The Royalls were slave-
holders that grew sugar 
in Antigua. It is said that 
they were responsible for 
the ‘ brutal torture and 
murder of 88 enslaved 
persons in Antigua in 
the mid 1730’s. Seven-
ty-seven enslaved people 
were burned alive, six 
were hanged, and fi ve 
broken at the wheel.’

The Royall family 
also owned great tracts 
of land in Massachusetts 
and ‘possessed more en-
slaved people than any 
other family in the state.’ 
Isaac Royall Jr. left part 
of his estate to Harvard 
and this was used to 
found the fi rst professor-
ship in law there. In a let-
ter to Dean Minnow stu-
dents pointed out that, ‘ 

Slavery was not only 
a Southern problem. 
In 1750 it accounted 
for over ten per cent of 
Rhode Island’s popula-
tion. The state ‘served 
as a hub of the trans-At-
lantic trade, mounting 
at least 1,000 voyages 
that carried more than 
100,000 Africans into 
slavery.’ In 1750, the 
Rev. James Manning 
founded Brown Uni-
versity. He was a slave 

owner and he accepted 
donations from slave 
owners, including the 
Brown family.  

The report of the 
‘Brown University 
Steering Committee on 

Slavery and Justice’ de-
scribed how slave labor 
was used to prepare the 
lands for the construc-
tion of the college. Craig 
Steven Wilder points 
out that in 1764 persons 
prominent in the slave 
trade donated supplies 
that included slave la-
bor in the building of the 
College of Rhode Island. 
One slaver Henry Paget 
even sent his 62 year-
old slave to work on the 

project for a month.
Thomas Jefferson 

founded the University 
of Virginia; he is also au-
thor of the Declaration of 
Independence. Work be-
gan at the University in 
1817 and it lasted until 
around 1865, the end of 
the Civil War. Jefferson, 
for all his felicity with 
language, used slave la-
bor to build the univer-
sity. He was ambivalent 
toward slavery; his inti-
mate relations with Sally 
Hemings, a slave in his 
household, is well docu-
mented.

Slaves built class-
rooms, the library, pa-
vilions and even hotels. 
They were also required 
to, ‘serve the daily needs 
of students and faculty.’ 
However, some slaves 
were attacked by the stu-
dents and came to bodily 
harm. In 1856 a student, 
Noble Noland, beat a 
slave girl unconscious; 

she was only ten years 
old.

In a report Noland 
said that whenever, ‘a 
servant is insolent to 
him, he will take it upon 
himself the right of pun-
ishing him without the 
consent of his master.’ 
The faculty wanted No-
land expelled but they 
relented and he was al-
lowed to continue class-
es. By 1857 there were 
100 slaves, men and 
women, that worked at 
the university and there 
were patrols to ensure 
that the slaves were kept 
in check.

There is evidence to 
show that Princeton and 
Yale universities also 
had links to slavery. The 
money derived from 
the sale of slaves went 
to pay off the debts of 
those institutions. Where 
do we go from here? A 
number of universities 
have decided to make 
formal apologies and 
to lay cornerstones that 
acknowledge the role of 
slavery in their growth.

The President of 
Georgetown Universi-
ty John J. DeGioia met 
with some of the descen-
dants of the 272 slaves. 
He proposed a preferen-
tial admission policy to 
those descendants that 
want to study at George-
town. They number 
about 12,000 persons, 
thanks to the accurate 
recordkeeping of the Je-
suits.  

There are calls for 
Harvard, Yale and 
Princeton, among oth-
ers, to rename build-
ings after slaves, rather 
than the slave-owners. 
The expansion of the 
curriculum to include 
more courses in Afri-
can-American studies 
would also be a good 
step, as would student 
trips to Africa. Goree 
Island should be on the 
itinerary of such visits.

Harvard Law School was 
founded on the exploited 
labor, broken bones, and 
ashes of enslaved human 
beings.’

In March 2016 Har-
vard’s President Drew 
Faust said that slavery ‘is 
an aspect of Harvard’s 
past that has rarely been 
acknowledged.’ It was 
decided to honor four 
slaves that worked in the 
home of Harvard’s pres-
ident in the eighteenth 
century. They were Bil-
hah, Venus, Titus and 
Juba. Harvard has since 

dropped the Royall court 
of arms at the law school.  

If ever there is an in-
stitution that owes its 
existence to slavery it is 
Georgetown University 
in Washington. The story 

of America is entombed 
in the collective archive 
and memory of those 
that were sold to keep 
this university afl oat. It 
is time to untangle the 
roots. In April 1838 the 
world was different. Je-
suit priests owned slaves 
and plantations.

In 1838 the then Jesu-
it College was struggling 
fi nancially. It needed a 
lifeline. It was decided 
that selling the slaves 
on the plantations would 
bring in the necessary 
funds. A total of 272 
slaves were rounded up; 
parents with their chil-
dren were ripped apart. 
They left the docks of 
New Orleans and were 
sent to three plantations 
in Louisiana.

According to the re-
cords, ‘ Father Mulledy 
took most of the down 
payment he received 
from the sale-about 
$500,000 in today’s dol-
lars-and used it to pay off 
the debts that George-
town had incurred under 
his leadership.’ In 1839 
Mulledy was called to 

Rome and he was reas-
signed. The sale of the 
slaves prompted Pope 
Gregory to issue an edict 
that barred ‘this traffi c in 
Blacks…no matter what 
pretext.’  

You are black and a freshman at 
Harvard University. You consider 

yourself privileged to be there. Har-
vard is after all a place of prestige and 
excellence and you worked hard to 
win a place. You are impressed that 
some of your law professors are also 
black. Then the unthinkable happened 
and your dreams are shattered. There 
is a crowd outside Wasserstein Hall 
and to your disgust you see that the 
portraits of black professors are de-
faced.

The views expressed in this column 
are solely those of the writer and do not 
necessarily represent the views of the 
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This Professor was defaced at 
Harvard University as result of 
racial bias and bigotry.

Georgetown University sold 272 slaves in 1838 to pay off its debts.


