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REPRODUCTION IN BONDAGE

When Rose Williams was sixteen years old, her master sent her to
live in a cabin with a male slave named Rufus. It did not matter that
Rose disliked Rufus “cause he a bully.” At first Rose thought that her
role was just to perform household chores for Rufus and a few other
slaves. But she learned the true nature of her assignment when Rufus
crawled into her bunk one night: “I says, ‘What you means, you fool
nigger?’ He say for me to hush de mouth. ‘Dis my bunk, too,” he say.”
When Rose fended off Rufus’s sexual advances with a poker, she was
reported to Master Hawkins. Hawkins made it clear that she had no
choice in the matter:

De nex’ day de massa call me and tell me, “Woman, I's pay big
money for you, and I's done dat for de cause I wants yous to
raise me chillens. I's put you to live with Rufus for dat purpose.
Now, if you doesn’t want whippin’ at de stake, yous do what I
wants.

Rose reluctantly acceded to her master’s demands:

I thinks 'bout massa buyin’ me offen de block and savin’ me from
bein’ sep'rated from my folks and 'bout bein’ whipped at de
stake. Dere it am. What am I's to do? So I "cides to do as de
massa wish and so I yields.!

The story of control of Black reproduction begins with the experi-
ences of slave women like Rose Williams. Black procreation helped to
sustain slavery, giving slave masters an economic incentive to govern
Black women's reproductive lives. Slave women's childbearing re-
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plenished the enslaved labor force: Black women bore children who
belonged to the slaveowner from the moment of their conception.
This feature of slavery made control of reproduction a central aspect
of whites’ subjugation of African people in America. It marked Black
women from the beginning as objects whose decisions about repro-
duction should be subject to social regulation rather than to their
own will.

For slave women, procreation had little to do with liberty. To the
contrary, Black women’s childbearing in bondage was largely a prod-
uct of oppression rather than an expression of self-definition and per-
sonhood. As Henry Louis Gates, Jr., writes about the autobiography
of a slave named Harriet Jacobs, it “charts in vivid detail precisely
how the shape of her life and the choices she makes are defined by her
reduction to a sexual object, an object to be raped, bred, or abused.”?
Even when whites did not interfere in reproduction so directly, this
aspect of slave women’s lives was dictated by their masters’ economic
stake in their labor. The brutal domination of slave women's procre-
ation laid the foundation for centuries of reproductive regulation that
continues today.

All of these violations were sanctioned by law. Racism created
for white slaveowners the possibility of unrestrained reproductive
control. The social order established by powerful white men was
founded on two inseparable ingredients: the dehumanization of
Africans on the basis of race, and the control of women'’s sexuality
and reproduction. The American legal system is rooted in this mon-
strous combination of racial and gender domination. One of Amer-
ica’s first laws concerned the status of children born to slave mothers
and fathered by white men: a 1662 Virginia statute made these
children slaves.?

Slave masters’ control of Black women'’s reproduction illustrates
better than any other example I know the importance of reproductive
liberty to women'’s equality. Every indignity that comes from the
denial of reproductive autonomy can be found in slave women'’s
lives —the harms of treating women’s wombs as procreative vessels,
of policies that pit a mother’s welfare against that of her unborn
child, and of government attempts to manipulate women’s child-
bearing decisions through threats and bribes. Studying the control
of slave women’s reproduction, then, not only discloses the origins
of Black people’s subjugation in America; it also bears witness to
the horrible potential threatened by official denial of reproductive

liberty.
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REPRODUCING THE LABOR FORCE
The Vitality of Slavery

The essence of Black women's experience during slavery was the bru-
tal denial of autonomy over reproduction. Female slaves were com-
mercially valuable to their masters not only for their labor, but also
for their ability to produce more slaves. The law made slave women'’s
children the property of the slaveowner. White masters therefore
could increase their wealth by controlling their slaves’ reproductive
capacity. With owners expecting natural multiplication to generate as
much as 5 to 6 percent of their profit, they had a strong incentive to
maximize their slaves’ fertility. An anonymous planter’s calculations
made the point:

I own a woman who cost me $400, when a girl, in 1827. Admit
she made me nothing —only worth her victuals and clothing. She
now has three children, worth over $3000 ... I would not this
night touch $700 for her. Her oldest boy is worth $1250 cash,

and I can get it.*

Another report confirmed that “[a] breeding woman is worth from
one-sixth to one-fourth more than one that does not breed.”® Slave
births and deaths were not recorded in the family Bible but in the
slaveholder’s business ledger.

The ban on importing slaves after 1808 and the steady inflation in
their price made enslaved women’s childbearing even more valuable.
Female slaves provided their masters with a ready future supply of
chattel. Black procreation not only benefitted each slave’s particular
owner; it also more globally sustained the entire system of slavery.
Unlike most slave societies in the New World, which relied on the
massive importation of Africans, the slave population in the United
States maintained itself through reproduction.® As Massachusetts
senator Charles Sumner deplored, “Too well I know the vitality of
slavery with ‘its infinite capacity of propagation.”” Here lies one of
slavery’s most odious features: it forced its victims to perpetuate the
very institution that subjugated them by bearing children who were
born the property of their masters.

To be sure, female slaves were primarily laborers and their capacity
to reproduce did not diminish their masters’ interest in their work. As
we will see below, when a female slave’s role as worker conflicted
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with that of childbearer, concern for high productivity often out-
weighed concern for high fertility. Slaveholders were willing to over-
work pregnant slaves at the expense of the health of both mother and
child. But even if, as some historians contend, “slave childbearing and
rearing were not among slaveowners’ top priorities,”® there is con-
vincing evidence that whites placed a premium on slave fertility and
took steps to increase it. Indeed, it seems incredible that whites, who
dominated every aspect of their slaves’ existence, would neglect the
attribute that produced their most vital resource —their workforce.
Nor can we ignore the sentiments of slaveholders like Thomas Jeffer-
son, who instructed his plantation manager in 1820, “I consider a
woman who brings a child every two years as more profitable than
the best man on the farm.”® Slaveowners who overworked their
pregnant slaves operated under general ignorance about prenatal
health combined with stereotypes about Black women’s natural
propensity for childbirth. They were not fully aware of the extent of
the damage their labor practices inflicted on their long-term human

.investment.

A more realistic assessment is that because female slaves served as
both producers and reproducers, their masters tried to maximize both
capacities as much as possible, with labor considerations often taking
precedence. Even then, the grueling demands of field work con-
strained slave women'’s experience of pregnancy and child-rearing.

- Every aspect of slave women's reproductive lives was dictated by the

economic interests of their white slave masters.

The Carrot and the Stick

Slaveholders devised a number of tactics to induce their female slaves
to bear children. Although these methods were neither uniformly
practiced nor uniformly successful, most slave masters used some
techniques to enhance slave fertility. They rewarded pregnancy with
relief from work in the field and additions of clothing and food, pun-
ished slave women who did not bear children, manipulated slave mar-
ital choices, and forced slaves to breed. The owner of one Georgia
plantation, for example, gave slave families an extra weekly ration for
the birth of a child; a Virginia planter rewarded new mothers with a
small pig. Some women seemed especially to appreciate presents that
recognized their femininity, such as a calico dress or hair ribbons. On
P. C. Weston's estate, the Plantation Manual prescribed that “women
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with six children alive at any one time are allowed all Saturday to
themselves.”!® Slave women were sometimes guaranteed freedom if
they bore an especially large number of children. Rhoda Hunt's
mother was promised manumission when she had her twelfth child,
but died a month before the baby’s due date.!!

Even without these concrete rewards, slave women felt pressure to
reproduce. Because a fertile woman was more valuable to her master,
she was less likely to be sold to another owner. So women could re-
duce the chances of being separated from their loved ones if they had
children early and frequently. In addition, women could expect some
relief from their arduous work load in the final months of pregnancy.
(Records show, however, that expectant mothers received little or no
work relief before the fifth month.) 2 Although data are scanty, it ap-
pears that slave women had their first child at an earlier age than
white women of the time. A Virginia slaveholder reported in the early
1860s that “the period of maternity is hastened, the average youth of
negro mothers being nearly three years earlier than that of the free
race.”!3 The first generation of slaves born in America also had more
children than their African mothers, who avoided pregnancy for two
or more years while nursing their infants. It was natural increase, and
not importation of slaves, that explained the enormous growth in the
slave population to 1.75 million by 1825.

Women who did not produce children, on the other hand, were
often sold off —or worse. Slaveholders, angered at the loss on their in-
vestment, inflicted cruel physical and psychological retribution on
their barren female slaves. A report presented to the General Anti-
Slavery Convention held in London in 1840 revealed:

Where fruitfulness is the greatest of virtues, barrenness will be
regarded as worse than a misfortune, as a crime and the subjects
of it will be exposed to every form of privation and affliction.
Thus deficiency wholly beyond the slave’s power becomes the
occasion of inconceivable suffering.!

One witness testified that a North Carolina planter ordered a group
of women into a barn, declaring he intended to flog them all to death.
When the women asked what crime they had committed, the master
replied, “Damn you I will let you know what you have done; you
don't breed, I have not had a young one from one of you for several
months.” Slaveholders treated infertile slaves like damaged goods,
often attempting to pawn them off on unsuspecting buyers. Southern
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courts established rules for dealing with sellers’ misrepresentations
about the fertility of slave women similar to rules governing the sale
of other sorts of commodities.

Slave-Breeding

Another aspect of reproductive control made the common induce-
ment of slave childbearing even more despicable. Some slaveowners
also practiced oslave-breeding by compelling slaves they considered
“prime stock” to mate in the hopes of producing children especially
suited for labor or sale. While slave masters’ interest in enhancing
slave fertility is well established, slave-breeding has been the subject
of greater controversy. That debate, however, has revolved around
the extent and purpose of the practice, not whether or not slavehold-
ers engaged In it at all.

In their 1974 bombshell Time on the Cross: The Economics of American
Negro Slavery, historians Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman con-
tested the key assumptions about the management of slaves, the mate-
rial conditions of slaves’ lives, and the efficiency of slave agriculture.
Among the myths they debunked was “the thesis that systematic
breeding of slaves for sale in the market accounted for a major share
of the net income or profit of slaveholders, especially in the Old
South.”!® Their disagreement with prevailing accounts of forced mat-
ing centered on the claim that whites widely employed livestock
breeding techniques to raise slaves for market. Fogel and Engerman
argued that such a practice was unsupported by plantation records
and would have interfered with slave masters’ overriding objective of
maintaining a stable workforce. Unlike animals, slaves would rebel
against massive breeding, the authors argued, thus wiping out any po-
tential gain achieved by pushing their fertility rate to its biological
peak. Rather, planters usually encouraged fertility through the posi-
tive economic incentives described above.

But Fogel and Engerman did not dispute evidence that slaveown-
ers at least occasionally engaged in breeding to enhance the produc-
tivity of their own plantations and more rarely to increase their slaves’
marketability. In her extensive review of slave narratives, for exam-
ple, Thelma Jennings discovered that about 5 percent of the women
and 10 percent of the men referred to slave-breeding.'s

It is from slaves’ stories, such as Rose Williams’s experience with
Rufus, that we learn of the indignities of forced mating. Frederick
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Douglass recorded in his autobiography how Edward Covey pur-
chased a twenty-year-old slave named Caroline as a “breeder.” Covey
mated Caroline with a hired man and was pleased when a pair of
twins resulted. Douglass observed that the slaveowner was no more
criticized for buying a slave for breeding than “for buying a cow and

raising stock from her, and the same rules were observed, with a view

to increasing the number and quality of the one as of the other.”"’
Katie Darling, an ex-slave from Texas, described the practice in these
words: “massa pick out a p'otly man and a p’otly gal and just put 'em
together. What he want am the stock.”!®

Slaveholders had a financial stake in male slaves’ marital choices,
as well, since the children of the union belonged to the wifes owner.
Although marrying “abroad” was common, some masters forbade
their male slaves to court a woman from another plantation. Nor
could a slave marry a free Black man or woman. The obstacles to
finding a mate of one’s choosing led one slave to complain that Black
men “had a hell of a time gittin” a wife durin’ slavery. If you didn't see
one on de place to suit you and chances was you didn't suit them, why
what could you do?”!® Slave marriages were not recognized by law;
these were partnerships consecrated by slaves’ own ceremonies and
customs.

Slaveholders’ interference with bonded men'’s intimate lives was
often more blunt. Some masters rented men of exceptional physical
stature to serve as studs. Using terms such as “stockmen,” “travelin’
niggers,” and “breedin’ niggers,” slave men remembered being
“weighed and tested,” then used like animals to sire chattel for their
masters.?® Of course, this also meant forcing slave women to submit to
being impregnated by these hired men. Jeptha Choice recalled fulfll-
ing the role of stud: “The master was might careful about raisin’
healthy nigger families and used us strong, healthy young bucks to
stand the healthy nigger gals. When I was young they took care not to
strain me and I was as handsome as a speckled pup and was in de-
mand for breedin”.” Elige Davison similarly reported that his master
mated him with about fifteen different women; he believed that he
had fathered more than one hundred children.? Although this was
quite rare, some slaveholders also practiced a cruel form of negative
breeding. An ex-slave reported that “runty niggers” were castrated
“so dat dey can't have no little runty chilluns.”2?
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VICTIMS OF “THE GROSSEST PASSION”

“Slavery is terrible for men,” wrote Harriet Jacobs, “but it is far more
terrible for women.” Slave women’s narratives often decried the
added torment that women experienced under bondage on account of
their sex. Female slaves were commonly victims of sexual exploitation
at the hands of their masters and overseers. The classification of 10
percent-of the slave population in 1860 as “mulatto” gives some indi-
cation of the extent of this abuse.?® Most of these mixed-race children
were the product of forced sex between slave women and white men.
Of course, the incidence of sexual assault that did not end in preg-
nancy was far greater than these numbers reveal.

Black women’s sexual vulnerability continued to be a primary con-
cern of Black activists after Emancipation. A pamphlet entitled The
Black Woman of the South: Her Neglects and Her Needs, published in 1881
by the prominent Black Episcopalian minister Alexander Crummel,
emphasized the violation of female virtue:

In her girlhood all the delicate tenderness of her sex has been
rudely outraged. . .. No chance was given her for delicate re-
serve or tender modesty. From her childhood she was the
doomed victim of the grossest passion. All the virtues of her sex
were utterly ignored. If the instinct of chastity asserted itself,
then she had to fight like a tiger for the ownership . . . of her own
person. . . . When she reached maturity, all the tender instincts
of her womanhood were ruthlessly violated.?

The law reinforced the sexual exploitation of slave women in two
ways: it deemed any child who resulted from the rape to be a slave
and it failed to recognize the rape of a slave woman as a crime.

Legislation giving the children of Black women and white men the
status of slaves left female slaves vulnerable to sexual violation as a
means of financial gain. Children born to slave women were slaves,
regardless of the father’s race or status. This meant, in short, that
whenever a white man impregnated one of his slaves, the child pro-
duced by his assault was his property.

The fact that white men could profit from raping their female slaves
does not mean that their motive was economic. The rape of slave

women by their masters was primarily a weapon of terror that rein-
forced whites’ domination over their human property.?> Rape was an
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act of physical violence designed to stifle Black women's will to resist
and to remind them of their servile status. In fact, as historian Claire
Robertson points out, sexual harassment was more likely to have the
immediate effect of interfering with the victim’s productivity both
physically and emotionally.?® Its intended long-term effect, however,
was the maintenance of a submissive workforce. Whites’ sexual ex-
ploitation of their slaves, therefore, should not be viewed simply as
either a method of slave-breeding or the fulfillment of slaveholders’
sexual urges.

The racial injustice tied to rape is usually associated with Black
men. We are more familiar with myths about Black men’s propensity
to rape white women, which served as the pretext for thousands of
brutal lynchings in the South. In the words of Ida B. Wells, who cru-
saded against lynching during the nineteenth century, “white men
used their ownership of the body of white female[s] as a terrain on
which to lynch the black male.”?” But white men also exploited Black
women sexually as a means of subjugating the entire Black commu-
nity. After Emancipation, the Ku Klux Klan’s terror included the rape
of Black women, as well as the more commonly cited lynching of
Black men. White sexual violence attacked not only freed Black men's
masculinity by challenging their abilty to protect Black women; it also
invaded freed Black women’s dominion over their own bodies.?

I nevertheless think that sexual exploitation belongs in a discussion
of reproductive control. Because rape can lead to pregnancy, it inter-
feres with a woman'’s freedom to decide whether or not to have a
child. In addition, forced sex and forced procreation are both degrad-
ing invasions of a woman’s bodily integrity; both pursue the same ulti-
mate end —the devaluation of their female victim. Although sexual
assault and slave-breeding are distinguishable, both were part and
parcel of whites’ general campaign to control slave women'’s bodies. A
contemporary example of this point is the rape of Muslim women by
Serbian soldiers as part of the Serbians’ “ethnic cleansing” campaign.
Here, too, rape was a form of mass terrorism inflicted on a group of
subjugated women. But there are reports that soldiers boasted to their
victims, “You will have a Serbian child.”?*

The law also fostered the sexual exploitation of slave women by al-
lowing white men to ‘commit these assaults with impunity. Slaves
were at the disposal of their masters. Owners had the right to treat
their property however they wished, so long as the abuse did not kill
the chattel. Conversely, slave women had no recognizable interest in
preserving their own bodily integrity. After all, female slaves legally
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could be stripped, beaten, mutilated, bred, and compelled to toil
alongside men. Forcing a slave to have sex against her will simply fol-
lowed the pattern. This lack of protection was reinforced by the pre-
vailing belief among whites that Black women could not be raped
because they were naturally lascivious.

Louisiana’s rape law explicitly excluded Black women from its pro-
tection.®® Although the language of the Virginia rape law applied to all
women victims, there is not a single reported eighteenth-century case
in which a white man was prosecuted for raping a female slave.!
Even if the criminal code did recognize the rape of a slave, the law
would have prevented the victim from testifying in court about the as-
sault. An evidentiary rule in most slave-holding states disqualified
Blacks from testifying against a white person.”? In short, for most of
American history the crime of rape of a Black woman did not exist.

Nor could Black women be raped by Black men. When a slave
named George was charged with having sex with a child under the
age of ten, his lawyer argued that the criminal code did not apply be-
cause the victim was also a slave. The Mississippi court dismissed the
indictment, adopting the lawyer’s contention that “[t]he crime of rape
does not exist in this State between African slaves.”3 The laws that
regulated sexual intercourse among whites were not relevant to
slaves: “Their intercourse is promiscuous” and “is left to be regulated
by their owners,” the court wrote. A similar crime committed against
a white woman was a capital offense.

White Women's Fury

Although the law did not recognize a crime against the slave herself,
some judges held that the rape of a female slave was grounds for di-
vorce.* Southern white women often cited in their divorce actions
their husbands’ “affection” for slave women as the cause for the mari-
tal discord. The records from one divorce case revealed the husband’s
cruelty inflicted on both his wife and his house servant, whose pres-
ence in the house made her particularly vulnerable to abuse:

Your petitioner states that shortly after her marriage with her
present husband she discovered that he had taken up with one of
his female slaves who acted as a cook and waited about the
house. So regardless was her husband of her feelings, that he
would before her eyes and in the very room in which your peti-
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tioner slept go to bed to the said slave or cause the said slave to
come in and go to bed with him. Your petitioner states that with-
out complaint, she submitted in silence to her husband'’s infi-
delity, and attempted to reclaim him by caresses and obedience
but in vain.®

In 1865, a former slave named Louisa was sworn as a witness (over
the defendant’s objection) at her mistress’s Georgia divorce trial.
Louisa testified that her master, James Odom, had offered her “two
dollars to feel her titties” when her mistress was out. She also told
how Odom repeatedly invaded her bedroom despite numerous tactics
to evade him, including bringing her children to bed with her, threat-
ening to scream, and nailing up her windows.

Southern women also frequently cited their husbands’ sexual li-
aisons with slaves as a reason for their opposition to slavery. One of
the best known examples is Mary Boykin Chesnut, whose diary con-
tains many passages condemning this aspect of slavery.

[March 14, 1861] . . . God forgive us, but ours is a monstrous sys-
tem, a wrong and an iniquity! Like the patriarchs of old, our
men live all in one house with their wives and their concubines;
and the mulattoes one sees in every family partly resemble the
white children.

[Aug. 22, 1861] 1 hate slavery. You say there are no more fallen
women on a plantation than in London, in proportion to num-
bers; but what do you say to this? A magnate who runs a
hideous black harem with its consequences under the same roof
with his lovely white wife and his beautiful and accomplished
daughters?%”

Most white women who opposed this unseemly aspect of slavery ap-
peared to be more concerned about their own humiliation than the in-
jury to female slaves. Other passages of Chesnut’s diaries reveal her
deep racism, such as criticism of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s abolitionist

writings. Chesnut, like most women of her time, accepted slavery asa -

necessary part of her life. Despite their private grumbling, Southern
white women failed to attack the entire system, which benefitted them
in many ways. “Slavery, with all its abuses, constituted the fabric of
their beloved country,” explains Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, “the warp
and woof of their social position, their personal relations, their very
identities.”3 The white woman, socialized to view the African female
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as an exotic temptress, was more likely to blame the slave woman for

her husband’s unfaithfulness. While some white wives made their

husbands’ infidelity public by suing for divorce, most kept it quiet.
More common was the reaction of Matilda’s mistress, who, upon
hearing the thirteen-year-old girl was pregnant by the master, “run to
her and crammed these socks in her mouth and say, ‘don’t you ever
tell nobody. If you do, I'll skin you alive.’”% Bonded women often
suffered the brunt of their mistresses’ jealousy in the form of taunting,
whippings, and other cruel mistreatment.°

SHATTERING THE BONDS OF MOTHERHOOD

The domination of slave women’s reproduction continued after their
children were born. Black women in bondage were systematically de-
nied the rights of motherhood. Slavery so disrupted their relationship
with their children that it may be more accurate to say that as far as
slaveowners were concerned, they “were not mothers at all.”“!

Prenatal Property

Slave mothers had no legal claim to their children. Slave masters
owned not only Black women but also their offspring, and their own-
ership of these children was automatic and immediate. In fact, the law
granted to whites a devisable, in futuro interest in the potential chil-
dren of their slaves. Wills frequently devised slave women’s children
before the children were born—or even conceived. In 1830, for exam-
ple, a South Carolina slaveowner named Mary Kincaid bequeathed a
slave woman named Sillar to her grandchild and Sillar’s two children
to other grandchildren. Mary’s will provided that if Sillar should bear
a third child, it was to go to yet another grandchild. Sillar’s future
baby became the property of a white master before the child took its
first breathl

An 1823 case, Banks’ Administrator v. Marksberry, confirmed a mas-
ter’s property interest in the reproductive capacity of his female
slaves.” The case involved the following clause in a deed executed by
Samuel Marksberry, Sr.: “to Samuel Marksberry, my younger son, [
do likewise give my negro wench, Pen; and her increase from this
time, I do give to my daughter, Rachel Marksberry.” The plaintiff
challenged the gift of Pen'’s “increase” on the ground that the testator
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had nothing to give at the time he wrote the will. The court, however,
sided with Rachel Marksberry:

He who is the absolute owner of a thing, owns all its faculties for
profits or increase, and he may, no doubt, grant the profits or in-
crease, as well as the thing itself. Thus, it is every day’s practice,
to grant the future rents or profits of real estate; and it is held,
that a man may grant the wool of a flock of sheep, for years. The
interest which the donor’s daughter, Rachel, took in the increase
of Pen, must indeed, from its nature, have been contingent at the
time of the gift; but as the children of Pen were thereafter born,
they would, by the operation of the deed, vest in the donee, and
her title thus become complete.*

The court viewed the slave Pen just like any other piece of property
that produces offspring, crops, or other goods. Marksberry owned
not only the piece of property itself but also the goods that she bore,
as well as her potential to bear future goods. In this way, the law en-
sured that the relationship between the master and slave existed prior
to the bond between mother and child. Owning a slave woman’s
future children was another way of cementing whites’ control of
reproduction.

The Auction Block

Perhaps the most tragic deprivation was the physical separation of
enslaved women from their children. It has been estimated that nearly
half a million Africans were transported to the North American main-
land between 1700 and 1861. Many of these Africans purchased or
kidnapped from their homelands lost track of their family members
forever.

For slaves in America, the auction block became the agonizing site
of slave mothers’ separation from their children. Because it was in
slaveowners’ eéconomic interest to maintain stable, productive fami-
lies, they did not frequently tear young children from their homes.
But the law permitted such disruptions when it became expedient. A
nineteenth-century South Carolina court ruled, for example, that chil-
dren could be sold away from their mothers no matter how young be-
cause “the young of the slaves . . . stand on the same footing as other
animals.”* A planter might decide to sell a mother or her children to
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pay off a debt or to get rid of an unruly slave. Slaves were devised in
wills, wagered at horse races, and awarded in lawsuits. Bonded fami-
lies were disbanded when the heirs of an estate decided not to con-
tinue the patriarch’s business.

A mother’s relationship with her children might also be shattered
when young children were hired or apprenticed out to labor for oth-
ers, sometimes for as long as ten years. Mothers often learned the
heartbreaking news only when a new master appeared to take their
children away. They might even be denied the chance to kiss their ba-
bies goodbye. As novelist Toni Morrison so vividly imagined the ex-
perience, most of slave women’s loved ones “got rented out, loaned
out, bought up, brought back, stored up, mortgaged, won, stolen or
seized. . . . Nobody stopped playing checkers just because the pieces
included [their] children.”4

Most whites owned slaves to work for them, not to sell on the mar-
ket. Some slaveowners, however, were in the business of purchasing
or breeding human chattel for profit. A matter of dispute, the bulk of
historical evidence indicates that the interstate slave trade often broke
up slave families.*” Professional slave traders fed, washed, and oiled
the slaves they acquired, and marched the merchandise, chained
together, to market. On the way, a crying baby might be snatched
from his mother and sold on the spot to the first slave gang that
approached.

The auction was often a government-sponsored event, taking place
on the courthouse steps. In fact, government agents conducted half of
the antebellum sales of slaves at sheriffs’, probate, and equity court
sales.® The South Carolina courts, for example, “acted as the state’s
greatest slave auctioneering firm.”“’ The slaves were paraded before
potential buyers, who inspected their teeth and pulled back their eye-
lids as if they were purchasing a horse. The auctioneer sold each slave
to the highest bidder. At auction, families might be mercilessly torn
apart, with parents and children sold to different buyers. Josiah Hen-
son remembered the moving scene when, as a young child, his family
was splintered on the auction block:

My brothers and sisters were bid off first, and one by one, while
my mother, paralyzed with grief, held me by the hand. Her turn
came and she was bought by Isaac Riley of Montgomery
County. Then I was offered. . . . My mother, half distracted with
the thought of parting forever from all her children, pushed
through the crowd while the bidding for me was going on, to the
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spot where Riley was standing. She fell at his feet, and clung to
his knees, entreating him in tones that a mother could only com-
mand, to buy her baby as well as herself, and spare to her one, at
least, of her little ones. . .. This man disengag[ed] himself from
her with ... violent blows and kicks. . .. I must have been be-
tween five and six years old.®

The Working Mother

More insidious than the physical separation of mother and child was
the slave masters’ control over child-rearing. If an enslaved woman
was fortunate enough to keep her children with her, she was deprived
of the opportunity to nurture them. Becoming a mother did not
change her primary task, which was physical labor for her master.
Since most slave mothers worked all day, their children were watched
by other slaves who were too weak, too old, or too young to join them
in the fields.®! A Florida plantation owner, for example, entrusted
forty-two children to the care of an elderly man and woman, assisted
by older youngsters. Caregivers were often too inexperienced or
overwhelmed to give proper attention to the children in their charge.
Mothers were often forced to leave their nursing babies at home for
hours while they worked in the field. Charlotte Brooks remembered
how her baby suffered from her long absences: “When I did go I

could hear my poor child crying long before I got to it. And la, me!

my poor child would be so hungry when I'd get to it!”52 All of Char-
lotte’s children, like many slave children, died at an early age “for
want of attention.” The infant mortality rate among slaves in 1850
was twice that of whites, with fewer than two out of three Black chil-
dren surviving to age ten.®® Death from malnutrition and disease was
more likely to snatch a mother’s children than sale to a new owner.

Mothers who were not allowed time out from work to return to
their cabins had to bring their infants with them to the field. Slave
women ingeniously combined mothering and hard labor. One North
Carolina slave woman, for example, strapped her infant to her back
and “[w]hen it get hungry she just slip it around in front and feed it
and go right on picking or hoeing.”** On one plantation, the women
dug a long trough in the ground to create a makeshift cradle, where
they put their babies every morning while they toiled. A former slave
named Ida Hutchinson recalled the tragic fate of those babies as their
mothers picked cotton in the distance:
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When [the mothers] were at the other end of the row, all at once
a cloud no bigger than a small spot came up and it grew fast, and
it thundered and lightened as if the world were coming to an
end, and the rain just came down in great sheets. And when it
got so they could go to the other end of the field, that trough was
filled with water and every baby in it was floating round in the
water, drowned. [The master] never got nary a lick of labor and
nary a red penny for any of them babies.*

Ida understood that the deaths of the babies meant a financial loss to
the slave master —the infants’ gruesome demise denied him both their
future labor and the money he might have gotten from selling them to
another owner. No one recorded the horror their mothers must have
felt upon discovering their precious babies floating lifeless in their

makeshift cradle.

Stealing Authority over Children

Mothers could not shield their children from the harsh realities of
slave existence. In Stolen Childhood, historian Wilma King concludes
that “enslaved children virtually had no childhood.”%¢ It was the mas-
ter’s decision when a child should be put to work. So it is not surpris-
ing that children were sent to the fields at an early age, with most
beginning work by age eleven and many working before they turned
seven.” They were often initiated into field work as part of a “trash
gang” or “children’s squad” that pulled weeds, cleaned up, hoed, or
picked cotton. By eighteen, children were classified as “prime field
hands.” The master dictated the slave child’s daily routine —when to
rise, when to work, when to play, when to eat, and when to sleep.
Children who displeased a master or overseer were whipped, and
their mothers were powerless to intercede. Adolescent girls who fell
prey to sexual abuse had no one to turn to for help. Children were
also forced to witness the brutal beatings of their parents, an experi-
ence we now know causes deep emotional trauma.

Slave law installed the white master as the head of an extended
plantation family that included his slaves. The plantation family ruled
by white slaveholders was considered the best institution to transmit
moral precepts to uncivilized Africans.® Courts reasoned that the
slaveowners’ moral authority over the family was ordained by divine
imperative. “The slave, to remain a slave, must be made sensible,” a
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North Carolina judge decreed in 1829. “There is no appeal from his
master. . . . [H]is power is in no instance, usurped; but is conferred by
the laws of man at least, if not by the law of God.”*

The slave master’s authority over children was reflected in slaves’
names. A Black child often received the surname of his owner, which
was also the name of his father. His name could change several times
during his lifetime, depending on how many owners he had. As an
anonymous slave explained, “A Negro has got no name. . . . If you be-
long to Mr. Jones and he sell you to Mr. Johnson, consequently you
go by the name of your owner. Now where you get a name? We are
wearing the name of our master. I was first a Hale; then my father
was sold and then I was named Reed.”® (Slaves commonly noted
their lineage despite this rule by giving a newborn child the first name
of a parent, grandparent, or another blood relation; some secretly
kept a surname different from the owner’s.5') Naming a slave after his
owner reinforced the slave’s lack of a separate identity apart from
his master. It also emphasized the child’s ultimate subservience to his
white master rather than to his parents.

Law professor Peggy Cooper Davis sees the denial of slaves’ right
of family as a critical aspect of denying slaves political and moral au-
tonomy.®* The institution of slavery required that the political exis-
tence of slaves merge with that of their masters. To be a slave, wrote
Lunsford Lane, was “[t]o know ... that I was never to consult my
own will, but was, while I lives, to be entirely under the control of an-
other.”%> Whites tried to prevent slaves from constructing their own
system of morals and acting according to their own chosen values. To
usurp slaves’ own moral independence, all sources of values other
than the slave master had to be eliminated. The key transmitter of val-
ues to be destroyed was the family. As Senator James Harlan ob-
served during the debates on the Thirteenth Amendment, “Another
incident [of slavery] is the abolition practically of the parental rela-
tion. . . . This guardianship of the parent over his own children must
be abrogated to secure the perpetuity of slavery.”*

Slaveholding whites had to ensure that their human chattel were
“bound more surely by ties of ownership than by ties of kinship.”¢
Professor Davis elaborates this point:

To the extent that the system of slave subordination worked ac-
cording to its design, the values of the enslaved were not nur-
tured within an intimate, familial community structured by its
adult members, but inscribed by authoritarian decree. The slave-
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holding class imposed values upon the enslaved and assumed the
power to own and to socialize slave children; the moral voice of
the slave was therefore silenced in two ways. First, parents were
prohibited from teaching freely chosen values to their children.
Second, slave children were denied both the moral and social
heritage of their families and the freedom to develop values in
the more flexible and intimate environment of family.5¢

Slavery could only exist by nullifying Black parents” moral claim to
their children.

SLAVE WOMEN'S CONFLICTING ROLES

The dual status of slave women as both producer and reproducer cre-
ated tensions that perplexed their masters and injured their children.
A slaveholder was caught in an impossible dilemma—how to maxi-
mize his immediate profits by extracting as much work as possible
from his female slaves while at the same time protecting his long-term
investment in the birth of a healthy child.®” The two goals were simply
incompatible. Pregnancy and infant care diminished time in the field
or plantation house. Overwork hindered the chances of delivering a
strong future workforce.

Bearing children who were their masters’ property only com-
pounded the contradictions that scarred slave women'’s reproductive
lives. It separated mothers from their children immediately upon
conception. This division between mother and child did not exist
for white women of that era. The notion that a white mother and
child were separable entities with contradictory interests was un-
thinkable, as was the idea of a white woman’s work interfering with
her maternal duties. Both violated the prevailing ideology of female
domesticity that posited mothers as the natural caretakers for their

children.

The First Maternal-Fetal Conflict

The conflict between mother and child was most dramatically ex-
pressed in the method of whipping pregnant slaves that was used
throughout the South. Slaveholders forced women to lie face down in
a depression in the ground while they were whipped. A former slave
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named Lizzie Williams recounted the beating of pregnant slave
women on a Mississippi cotton plantation: “I[']s seen nigger women
dat was fixin’ to be confined do somethin’ de white folks didn’t like.
Dey [the white folks] would dig a hole in de ground just big 'nuff fo’
her stomach, make her lie face down an whip her on de back to keep
from hurtin’ de child.”¢® '

This description of the way in which pregnant slaves were beaten
vividly illustrates the slaveowners’ dual interest in Black women as
both workers and childbearers. This was a procedure that enabled the
master to protect the fetus while abusing the mother. It was the slave-
holder’s attempt to resolve the tough dilemma inherent in female
bondage. As far as I can tell, the relationship between Black women
and their unborn children created by slavery is the first example of
maternal-fetal conflict in American history.

Feminists use the term “maternal-fetal conflict” to describe the way
in which law, social policies, and medical practice sometimes treat a
pregnant woman's interests in opposition to those of the fetus she is
carrying. The miracles of modern medicine, for example, that em-
power doctors to treat the fetus apart from the pregnant woman make
it possible to imagine a contradiction between the two. If the mother
opposes the physician’s suggestions for the care of the fetus, courts
often treat the standoff as an adversarial relationship between the
pregnant woman and her unborn child. Pitting the mother’s interests
against those of the fetus, in turn, gives the government a reason to
restrict the autonomy of pregnant women.

Some feminist scholars have refuted the maternal-fetal conflict by

pointing to its relatively recent origin. Ann Kaplan has explored, for
example, how current representations of motherhood in popular ma-
terials, such as magazines, newspapers, television, and films, allow the
public to imagine a separation between mother and fetus. She gives
examples of the recent focus on the fetus as an independent subject —
sensational pictures in Life magazine of fetal development during ges-
tation or a New York Times enlarged image of the fetus floating in
space, attached to an umbilical cord extending out of frame and dis-
connected from the mother’s body, which is not seen.® Rayna Rapp
adds that these fetal images were not even possible fifty years ago:
“Until well after World War II, there were no medical technologies
for the description of fetuses independent of the woman in whose
body a given pregnancy was growing. Now, sciences like ‘perinatol-
ogy’ focus on the fetus itself, bypassing the consciousness of the
mother, permitting [the] image of the fetus as a separate entity.””

REPRODUCTION IN BONDAGE 41

Others have attributed the current attention to the fetus as a separate
subject to a backlash against the successes of the women'’s movement
during the 1960s and 1970s.

But the beating of pregnant slaves reveals that slave masters cre-
ated just such a conflict between Black women and their unborn chil-
dren to support their own economic interests. The Black mother’s act
of bearing a child profited the system that subjugated her. Even with-
out the benefit of perinatology and advanced medical technologies,
slaveowners perceived the Black fetus as a separate entity that would
produce future profits or that could be parceled out to another owner
before its birth. The whipping of pregnant slaves is the most powerful
image of maternal-fetal conflict I have ever come across in all my re-
search on reproductive rights. It is the most striking metaphor I know
for the evils of policies that seek to protect the fetus while disregard-
ing the humanity of the mother. It is also a vivid symbol of the conver-
gent oppressions inflicted on slave women: they were subjugated at
once as Blacks and as females.

The Cycles of Work and Childbirth

The tension between slave women’s productive and reproductive
roles also appeared in the fascinating interplay betwéen annual cycles
of crop production and the birth of children. It seems that slaves’ pro-
creative activities were subtly orchestrated by the nature of the
work they performed. By studying the reproductive careers of nearly
a thousand slave women, Cheryll Ann Cody discovered that many
bore their children in strong seasonal patterns that tracked planta-
tion work and planting calendars.”” Slave births on the plantations
she surveyed were concentrated in the late summer and early fall. On
the Ravenal cotton plantations in South Carolina, for éxample, one-
third of the slave children were born during the months of August,
September, and October.

Consider the reproductive history of Cate, one of the Ravenal fam-
ily’s slaves. Cate was nineteen when she had her first child, Phillip, in
September 1848. Her second child, who died in infancy, was born in
August two years later, followed the next August by a third child. Be-
tween 1853 and 1859, Cate gave birth to six more children like clock-
work —each born between September and January.

Why did slave women tend to give birth during this period? The
timing of births, of course, relates back to the timing of conception. A
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large proportion of these women became pregnant during the months
of November, December, and J anuary when labor requirements were
reduced owing to completion of the harvest and to harsh weather, giv-
ing slaves more time and energy to devote to their families. As an
added factor, the more nutritious diet available after the fall harvest
probably increased slave women's fecundity.

It turns out that the seasonality of conceptions and births had a
devastating impact on the survival of slave infants. Late summer and
early fall, when many slave women were in their last term of preg-
nancy, was also the time of the highest labor demand and the greatest
sickness.” Slaves on cotton and rice plantations spent these months
intensely harvesting the ‘crop. There was also a heightened risk of
contracting diseases such as typhus and malaria, particularly for
slaves who worked in swampy rice fields—diseases that could dam-
age the fetus. Although Cody focuses on the effects of hard work and
disease on gestation, the season also took its toll on new mothers and
their infants. A woman who gave birth during harvest time, when
planters had the greatest need for workers, could expect to be called
to the fields scon after the delivery. According to the records of an Al-
abama plantation, a slave named Fanny had a baby in early August
1844, and was back picking cotton by August 29.7 Needless to say,
Fanny's fragile baby could hardly have received the type of neonatal
care required for healthy development.

Records reveal that season of birth made little difference on planta-
t?ons with exceedingly high mortality rates: on the Ball rice planta-
tion, for example, nearly half of all infants died before their first
birthday, no matter when they were born. But on the Gaillard cotton
plantation, “children born during the summer, when their mother’s
labor was in highest demand, suffered nearly twice the level of infant
mortality as those born after the harvest.””* Data collected by econo-
mist Richard Steckel from three large South Carolina and Alabama
cotton plantations confirm this finding: Steckel discovered that the
average probability of infant death from F ebruary to April (the plow-
ing and planting season) and from September to November (harvest)
was 40.6 percent—nearly four times greater than neonatal losses in
other months.” In the conflict between slave women's service as pro-
ducers and as reproducers, children ended up the losers.
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Child Hostages

The tension that slavery created between mothers and their children
continued after birth. Slaveowners used children as hostages to pre-
vent slave women from running away or to lure escaped women back
to the plantation. Owners could threaten unruly slave women with
the sale of their children to make them more submissive. As a result,
far fewer bonded women than men escaped. Only 19 percent of the
runaways advertised in North Carolina from 1850 to 1860, for exam-
ple, were women.”® The same pattern was common throughout the
South.

One of the main reasons more men than women fled slavery was
that children tied mothers to their masters. It was also true that, be-
cause enslaved children were more likely to stay with their mothers,
fathers were forced to run away more often to visit their families.
Nevertheless, the typical runaway slave was a lone man between the
ages of sixteen and thirty-five, who paid the price of losing all contact
with his family.

Unwilling to leave their children permanently, women sometimes
hid out in woods and rice swamps for varying periods of time before
returning to the plantation. “Truancy,” historian Deborah White con-
cludes, “seems to have been the way many slave women reconciled
their desire to flee and their need to stay.””” Some slave women
elected to take their children with them on the journey to freedom.
Few deliberately abandoned their children in order to increase the
chances of their escape. None of the 151 female runaways advertised
in the 1850s New Orleans newpapers left children behind.”® The same
was true for most of the fugitive women publicized in the Georgia
Gazette between 1763 and 1775 and 1783 and 1795; all reportedly
took their children with them. The Gazette printed that only one run-
away, a slave woman named Hannah, abandoned one of her children.
The story quoted Hannah'’s owner as saying that, although she had
taken her five-year-old daughter Lydia, “she had ‘inhumanely’ left ‘a
child at her breast.”””® The slaveholder castigated Hannah for shirk-
ing her maternal duty rather than condemning the system that neces-
sitated Hannah's flight and enslaved Hannah's child.

Another slave, named Anna Baker, fled the sexual abuse of over-
seers, leaving her young children behind. After the Civil War, Anna
returned to retrieve her children and told them why she had deserted
them. Her daughter later explained, “It was ‘count o’ de Nigger over-
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seers. . . . Dey kep’a-tryin’ to mess roun’ wid her an’ she wouldn’
have nothin’ to do wid ’em.” Once, when one of the overseers asked
her to go to the woods with him, she offered to go ahead to find a nice
spot, and she “jus kep’ a’goin. She swum de river an’ run away.”®

Historian Elizabeth Fox-Genovese observes that slave mothers
who absconded without their children exhibited an unusual indepen-
dence, for “however much they may have loved their men and their
children, [they] did not feel bound by conventional notions of domes-
ticity and motherhood.”®! Besides, slave women who deserted their
children could depend on their being fed by the master and reared by
other women of the slave community. Yet the predominant lesson
from the fugitive data is that most slave women formed maternal
bonds so strong that they renounced the quest of freedom for the sake
of their children.

. The writings of Harriet Jacobs give us rare insight into the con-
ﬂlct.ing emotions that drove the slave mother’s deliberations about es-
caping. Harriet's autobiography, first published in 1861, explains how
her feelings for her children initially prevented her from fleeing her
master’s sexual abuse. Harriet tells how her master deliberately used
her children as pawns, thinking their presence on the plantation

.would fetter me to the spot.”® The master’s strategy worked for a
time:

I could have made my escape alone; but it was more for my help-
less children than for myself that I longed for freedom. Though
the boon would have been precious to me, above all price, I
would not have taken it at the expense of leaving them in slavery.
Every trial I endured, every sacrifice I made for their sakes,
drew them closer to my heart, and gave me fresh courage. . . .

Harriet's words reflect the paradox of the slave mother’s predicament:
her children both bound her to slavery and gave her the courage to
resist it. Harriet eventually did escape without her children, spending
seven years hiding in closets and crawl spaces. Years later, she bought
her children’s freedom.

' The slave masters’ control of Black women’s reproduction, dictat-
ing when these women gave birth and then usurping their authority
over their children, amounted to far more than the physical brutality
it entailed. It also reinforced the entire system of slavery in a pro-
found way. Controlling childbearing reproduced slavery both literally
and metaphysically. Slave-breeding generated more workers to re-

B
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stock the enslaved labor force. But controlling reproduction and child
rearing also reduced slaves to objects created to fulfill the will of their
masters. It produced human property without any claims of birth or
connection to relatives, past, present, or future. Sociologist Orlando
Patterson calls slaves’ social isolation “natal alienation,” creating “the
ultimate human tool, as imprintable and as disposable as the master
wished.”® We often envision the hallmark of slavery’s inhumanity as
the slave picking cotton under the overseer’s lash. As much as slaves’
forced labor, whites’ control of slave women’s wombs perpetrated
many of slavery’s greatest atrocities.

THE TIGRESS FIGHTS BACK

Despite the absolute power the law granted them, whites failed to
crush slave women’s spirit. Black women struggled in numerous ways
to resist slave masters’ efforts to control their reproductive lives. They
escaped from plantations, feigned illness, endured severe punishment,
and fought back rather than submit to slave masters’ sexual domina-
tion. Slave women's sexual resistance, note historians Darlene Hine
and Kate Wittenstein, “attacked the very assumptions upon which the
slave order was constructed and maintained.”®

A common recollection of former slaves was the sight of a woman,
often the reporter’s mother, being beaten for defying her master’s sex-
ual advances. Clarinda received a terrible whipping when “she hit
massa with de hoe 'cause he try to 'fere with her and she try stop
him.”® Minnie Folkes remembered watching her mother being
flogged by her overseer when she refused “to be wife to dis man.”
Decades after her emancipation, Minnie repeated with pride her
mother’s teaching: “Don’t let nobody bother yo principle; ‘cause dat
wuz all yo' had.”¥

A cook named Sukie Abbott was particularly successful at putting
an end to her master’s harassment. When Mr. Abbott accosted her in
the kitchen while she was making soap, Sukie struck back by pushing
him, rear end first, into a pot of boiling lye. “He got up holdin” his
hindparts an’ ran from de kitchen, ” another Abbott slave recounted,
“nor darin’ to yell, ‘cause he didn’t want Miss Sarah Ann [his wife] to
know ‘bout it.”88 Mr. Abbott sold Sukie at the slave market a few days
later, but he reportedly “never did bother slave gals no mo.” No doubt
there were, as well, many cases of slave women poisoning their mas-
ters in retaliation for sexual molestation.
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Playing the Lady

Slave women’s procreative ability gave them a unique mode of rebel-
lion. Pregnant slaves could benefit from their masters’ interest in a
successful pregnancy by “playing the lady” —complaining of some ail-
ment in order to get relief from work. An overseer even accused fe-
male slaves on a Georgia plantation of “shamming themselves into
the family-way in order to obtain a diminution of their labor.”®
Planters were frequently frustrated by their female slaves’ absence
from the field on account of feminine illnesses that were difficult to
verify. Although many suspected their slaves were up to no good, they
feared the cost of an erroneous judgment. A Virginia planter lamented
the “liability of women, especially to disorders and irregularities
which cannot be detected by exterior symptoms, but which may be
easily aggravated into serious complaints.”? Another complained that
he had been tricked by several women on his plantation: in addition
to Sarah, who laid up for eleven months before giving birth, “Wilmot,
... whenever she was with child always pretended to be too heavy to
work and it cost me twelve months before I broke her,” and “Criss of
Mangorike fell into the same scheme and really carried it to a great
length for at last she could not be dragged out.”?!

Of course, this criticism of absenteeism exaggerates the latitude
slave masters granted pregnant slaves: most expectant mothers re-
ceived little or no respite from their grueling work load until the final
months of pregnancy. Deborah White found it impossible to tell
whether slave women who claimed to be ill were actually sick or just
fooling their masters. “They certainly had more leverage in the realm
of feigning illness than men,” she observes, “but they also perhaps had
more reason than men to be ill,” owing to maladies associated with the
menstrual cycle and childbirth.®> No doubt some slave women took
advantage of their masters’ dilemma over their productivity and fertil-
ity to gain some time away from the fields.

Refusing to Bear Children for the Slave Master

Even more controversial is slave women's rebellion against their role
as reproducer. There is evidence that some female slaves refused to
bear children by abstaining from sexual intercourse or by using con-
traceptives and abortives. It is impossible to tell how much of female
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infertility and miscarriage was self-induced and how much resulted
from slaves’ harsh living conditions. Healthy pregnancy was hardly
possible with the strenuous labor, poor nutrition, and cruel punish-
ment bonded women endured. Still, whites suspected that their slaves
took deliberate steps to prevent or terminate pregnancy.

Southern medical journals occasionally documented the abortion
practices that planters found so disturbing. Dr. E. M. Pendleton from
Hancock County, Georgia, wrote in 1849 that his patients who were
slaves had many more abortions and miscarriages than white
women.” Although he attributed some prenatal deaths to the stress of
hard work, he confirmed planters’ frequent complaint that “the blacks
are possessed of a secret by which they destroy the fetus at an early
stage of gestation.” John T. Morgan, a physician from Murfreesboro,
Tennessee, reported similar findings in a paper read before the
Rutherford County Medical Society in 1860. Morgan recorded a
number of techniques slave women employed “to effect an abortion or
to derange menstruation”: they used “medicine,” “violent exercise,”
and “external and internal manipulation”; one stuffed “a roll of rags
about two or three inches long and as hard as a stick” into her vagina.
But Morgan found that slave women preferred herbal remedies to
these “mechanical” means of abortion, including “the infusion or de-
coction of tansy, rue, roots and seed, of the cotton plant, pennyroyal,
cedar gum, and camphor, either in gum or spirits” —techniques slaves
probably brought with them from Africa.® Midwives conspired with
pregnant slaves to induce and cover up abortions.®® Despite these
birth control practices, slave women were less successful at avoiding
pregnancy than white women, whose birth rate declined throughout
the nineteenth century.%

Some male slaves also refused to father children destined to be-
come their masters’ property. J. W. Loguen vowed he would never
marry until he was free, for “slavery shall never own a wife or child of
mine.”” Henry Bibb similarly declared, “if there was any one act of
my life while a slave that I have to lament over, it is that of being a fa-
ther and a husband of slaves.” Bibb tried to flee to freedom with his
wife, Malinda, and young daughter, but the party was captured by a
patrol. When Bibb later succeeded in escaping without his family, he
determined that the daughter he left behind “was the first and shall be
the last slave that ever I will father for chains and slavery on this
earth.”? Bibb relinquished his procreative role by eluding the bonds
of slavery altogether, a solution far easier for men than women to
accomplish.
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Infanticide was the most extreme form of slave mothers’ resistance.
Some enslaved women killed their newborns to keep them from living
as chattel. In 1831, a Missouri slave named Jane was convicted of
murdering her infant child, Angeline.”* Jane was charged with
“knowingly, willfully, feloniously and of her malice aforethought”
preparing a “certain deadly poison” and giving it to Angeline to drink
on December 8 and 9. The indictment further alleged that on Decem-
ber 11, so “that she might more speedily kill and murder said Ange-
line,” she wrapped the baby in bedclothes and then “choked,
suffocated and smothered"” her.

Historian and former federal judge A. Leon Higginbotham, Jr.,
asks two important questions about this case.'® First, he questions
Missouri's purpose in convicting Jane for murder:

Did the state prosecute because it cared about the dignity and
life of a child born into lifetime slavery with the concomitant dis-
advantages of Missouri's law? Or did the state prosecute be-
cause Jane’s master was denied the profit that he would have
someday earned from the sale or exploitation of Angeline?

Slavery’s dehumanization of Black children leaves little doubt that the
courts condemned slave mothers in order to protect whites’ financial
stake in the children, not out of respect for the children themselves.

Second, Judge Higginbotham questions Jane's purpose in killing
her daughter: “Perhaps the mother felt that the taking of her daugh-
ter’s life was an act of mercy compared to the cruelty she might con-
front in Missouri’s jurisprudence.” Jane's motivation may have been
to protect her child from slavery’s brutality —to spare, rather than
harm, her child. Death may have appeared a more humane fate for
her baby than the living hell of slavery.

Judge Higginbotham does not ask a more troubling question:
What if Jane sacrificed her child as an act of defiance, one small step
in bringing about slavery’s demise? Although compelled to do so,
slave mothers helped to sustain slavery by producing human chattel
for their masters. By bearing children, female slaves perpetuated the
very system that enslaved them and their offspring. Perhaps Jane
killed Angeline because she refused to take any part in that horrible
institution. This possibility raises a difficult moral question: When is
taking a life justified by a noble social end? But before reaching that
issue we are faced with factual questions we cannot answer without
more information about slave women's reasoning.
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The present state of research leaves too many uncertainties for us
to discern a definitive picture of female slave resistance against repro-
duction.'”® We do not know, for example, whether slave mothers
practiced abortion and infanticide selectively, terminating pregnan-
cies or the lives of children that resulted from rape or forced mating.
Moreover, while infanticide spared children from the horrors of slav-
ery, it was not a desirable strategy for overthrowing the institution.
Slave mothers must have realized that their sporadic practice of in-
fanticide would have little effect and its widespread practice would
annihilate the race. The low suicide rate of slaves—only one-third
that of whites —suggests that they did not commonly view death as a
good way to escape from slavery’s horrors.!%? It seems more likely that
some slave mothers acted in desperation to protect their children, not
to sacrifice them in protest against slavery.

Nor will we ever know for sure how many slave mothers commit-
ted infanticide. It appears that female slaves killed their own children
more often than white children.!%® But these women were often falsely
accused of smothering their babies, either deliberately or carelessly,
by rolling over them in bed. Almost 10 percent of infant deaths among
slaves in 1850 were attributed to suffocation, compared to only 1.2
percent among whites.!* Recent investigation has identified the true
cause of many of these deaths as poor prenatal care.!® Black children
died at a dramatically higher rate than white children because of the
hard physical work, poor nutrition, and abuse that their mothers en-
dured during pregnancy. American slave children had lower birth
weights than white American, European, and even Caribbean slave
populations.%

Whatever her precise motivation, Jane was not alone. Lou Smith
recalled what happened when a woman, whose three young children
had been sold off, gave birth to a fourth child. When the baby was
two months old,

she just studied all the time about how she would have to give it
up, and one day she said, “I just decided I'm not going to let ol’
master sell this baby; he just ain’t going to do it.” She got up and
give it something out of a bottle and pretty soon it was dead.}®

In Beloved, Sethe, a former slave who is haunted by the spirit of the
daughter she killed as captors approached, explains, “I stopped
him. . .. I took and put my babies where they'd be safe.”108
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Keeping the Family Together

Abortion and infanticide were extreme steps taken to maintain some
autonomy over the decision to become a mother. But slave women’s
resistance far more often involved ensuring their children’s survival.
The growth of the slave population in the face of disease, abuse, and
toil is a testament to slave mothers’ care of their children. Mothers
had to fight not only to keep their children alive but also to keep them
close by. When the Virginia planter St. George Tucker planned to
move two of his slaves from Missouri to Texas, the women wrote their
master a letter suggesting that he sell them locally instead, even pro-
viding the names of four potential Missouri buyers. They explained
the pain that leaving their home would cause:

We can't bear to go to Texas with a parcel of strangers —if you
were there we should go without saying a word, but to be sepa-
rated from our husbands forever in this world would make us
unhappy for life. . . .

We don't think there will be the least difficulty in getting our-
selves sold together with our children from whom we hope you
will not separate us. Ersey has six children, the youngest of
which is about six weeks old, a fine little Girl. Susan has two
Boys, the eldest nearly three years old, and the youngest eight
months.!®

Free Black women with the means to do so purchased freedom for
their daughters and sisters. One mother in Augusta, Georgia, re-
mained a slave herself so that she could emancipate her five children
with earnings from extra work.!® In 1893 the former slave Anna
Julia Cooper spoke to the World’s Congress of Representative
Women, held in Chicago and attended by delegates from twenty-
seven countries, about the struggle of Black women to safeguard their
daughters. Her unforgettable words were:

Yet all through the darkest period of the colored women'’s op-
pression in this country her yet unwritten history is full of heroic
struggle, a struggle against fearful and overwhelming odds, that
often ended in horrible death, to maintain and protect that which
woman holds dearer than life. The painful, patient, and silent toil
of mothers to gain a fee simple title to the bodies of their daugh-
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ters, the despairing fight, as of an entrapped tigress, to keep hal-
lowed their own persons, would furnish material for epics.'"!

These mothers were forced to deal with whites in the currency of the
time. Female slaves had no right to autonomy over their own bodies.
Their mothers’ only recourse, short of hazarding flight north, was to
wrest from slaveholders a “title to the bodies of their daughters.”

Some slave women turned to the courts, as well, to win their chil-
dren’s freedom. Polly, a woman wrongfully held in slavery, success-
fully sued a white man in 1842 for the return of her daughter Lucy.!!2
Polly used slave law to prove unlawful possession. She argued that,
because she was not in fact a slave at the time of Lucy’s birth, she was
the rightful owner of her daughter.

Black women, along with Black men, succeeded remarkably often
in maintaining the integrity of their family life despite slavery’s trau-
mas. Historian Edmund S. Morgan remarked that eighteenth-century
Virginia slaves “did manage to live a life of their own within the limits
prescribed for them,” limits which, although confining, were “not so
close as to preclude entirely the possibility of a private life.”!'* In his
monumental study of Black family life during slavery, Herbert Gut-
man debunked many of the myths about the destruction of slave fam-
ilies. Contrary to common beliefs about slaves’ promiscuity and
matriarchal family structure, Gutman found that enslaved men and
women often sustained lasting marriages. In the period between 1800
and 1857, for example, most Black adults in Good Hope, South Car-
olina, eventually settled into permanent marriages and most children
grew up within these relationships.!™ Although one in three of the
women had children by more than one mate, most had all their chil-
dren by a single husband. Slaves severed from their original families
and thrown together on an unfamiliar plantation developed settled
kin networks over time.

In her study of slave family structure in nineteenth-century
Louisiana, historian Ann Patton Malone stresses the themes of muta-
bility and constancy that shaped the slave community.!* The slave
community of the old Hercules O’Connor plantation was strong and
stable by the 1820s when the widowed owner, Rachel O’Connor,
transferred titles for seventeen of her slaves to her half-brother David
Weeks, who owned two sugar plantations a hundred miles away.
O’Connor hoped to keep her “black family” together until her death,
but labor shortages and economic difficulties compelled Weeks to re-
quest the “loan” of his O’Connor slaves. Over the next two decades
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the old community was dismembered as slaves were sent to work on
Weeks's plantations, Shadows and Grand Cote. Even this stable and
cohesive community, composed almost entirely of descendants of the
original workers, was subject to disruption, a fate its members
resisted:

In response to the series of transfers, the O’Connor slave com-
munity —like a wooden top receiving a glancing blow that inter-
rupted its steady whir —wobbled and tottered on its fragile axis,
uncertain about its absent members’ return and fearful as to who
might leave next. The elderly slaves, former allies of the mistress
with whom they had shared a lifetime, now avoided her or
served her in stony silence. Friends and relatives of the transfers
[#ic] mourned, and each new departure reopened the wounds of
severance. On Grand Cote, several of the O’Connor young men
made a risky effort to find their way back to their home planta-
tion though they were woefully ignorant of the geography in-
volved. They reached their destination but were recovered, sent
back, and punished for absconding.!'6

Malone observes that the story of the O’Connor slave community il-
lustrates the extreme vulnerability of slave families despite their sta-
bility and the intense attachments of their members.

Their unions were not sanctioned by law, but slaves devised their
own ceremonies and customs to consecrate their domestic relation-
ships. Slave spiritual leaders officiated at weddings where the most
common ritual was jumping over a broom. As William Davis de-
scribed the marital rite in Tennessee, “Dey go in de parlor and each
carry de broom. Dey lays de broom on de floor and de woman puts
her broom front de man and he puts de broom front de woman. Dey
face one 'mother and step ‘cross de brooms at de same time to each
other and takes hold of their hands and dat marry dem.”!’” Whites’
recognition of these unofficial marriages depended on each particular
owner’s production needs at the time; while countless slaveholders
recklessly split up married couples, most accommodated or even facil-
itated these unions. After all, stable marriages reduced the number of
runaways and fostered steady reproduction. Amazingly, despite
forced mating, sale of loved ones, and other brutalities of bondage,
many slaves lived in settled, intimate families for a good part of their
lives. The form of these family relationships depended on the masters’
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wishes, but they provided a site for slaves to develop their own cul-
ture and identities within the confines of servitude.

Yet the enslaved community did not simply replicate whites’ nu-
clear family model. Although the two-parent nuclear family was the
societal ideal among slaves as well as their masters, historians may

have been tempted to exaggerate its incidence in the slave community

in the effort to dispel earlier misconceptions about slave family com-
position. Elizabeth Fox-Genovese warns that “historians of the slave
community have minimized the consequences of enslavement for the
relationships between slave women and men, and, in defending the
strength and vitality of Afro-American culture, have too easily as-
sumed that the slaves developed their own strong attachment to a
‘normal’ nuclear family life.”"'®* Monogamy did not necessarily mean
that husbands and wives lived together, since some married “abroad,”
choosing their partner from another plantation, and since couples
were often separated through sale, hiring, inheritance, or flight.
Households composed of women and their children were therefore
far more prevalent among slaves than among their owners. On
George Washington’s Virginia plantation in 1799, for example, 66
percent of married slaves were in abroad marriages and only 16.5 per-
cent lived together as husband and wife.!’” One incentive to marry
abroad was the slaves’ taboo against marrying first cousins, although
such marriages were common among whites.

Most significant, slaves created a broad notion of family that incor-
porated extended kin and non-kin relationships.!?* Although the only
recollection Frederick Douglass had of his mother was “a few hasty
visits made in the night,” he played with his cousins and grew close to
his grandmother Betsey until he was hired out at age nine. Because
families could be torn asunder at the slave master’s whim, slave com-
munities created networks of mutual obligation that reached beyond
the nuclear family related by blood and marriage. “A teenager sold
from the Upper to the Lower South after 1815 was cut off from his or
her immediate Upper South family,” for example, “but found many
fictive aunts and uncles in the Lower South.”!?! Children were ex-
pected to address all Black adults as “Uncle” and “Aunt,” a practice
Gutman suggests “socialized [children] into the enlarged slave com-
munity and also invested non-kin slave relationships with symbolic
kin meanings and functions.”'?* During and following the Civil War,
ex-slaves throughout the South took in Black children orphaned by
wartime dislocation and death (“motherless children”) who were ex-
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cluded from formal adoption services.!?* Overemphasizing the impor-
tance of two-parent units, then, notes Malone, “detracts from the fact
that the real strength of the slave community was its multiplicity of
forms, its tolerance for a variety of families and households, its adapt-
ability, and its acceptance of all types of families and households as
functional and contributing.” ¢

The slaves’ communal bonds left a legacy that continues to shape
the meaning of family in the Black community today. This flexible
family structure has proven to be an adaptive strategy for surviving
racial injustice. Contemporary studies of the Black family commonly
note the practice of informal adoption of children within the extended
kinship network.!?* Sociologist Robert Hill estimates that over 15 per-
cent of all Black children have been informally adopted by extended
kin.!?¢ Children whose parents are unable to care for them, because
their parents are unmarried, too young, unemployed, or overwhelmed
by other children, are often absorbed into a relative’s or neighbor’s
family.'” It is not uncommon for a Black child’s “Mama” to be a
woman who did not give birth to her or who is not even related to her
by blood. Another scholar of the contemporary Black family, Andrew
Billingsley, gives the example of Rev. Otis Moss of Cleveland, Ohio,
whose father perished in a car accident a few years after his mother’s
death: “While young Otis was standing viewing the wreckage, a
woman completely unrelated to him took him by the arm and said,
‘Come home with me.” He grew up as a member of her family.”!?

Slave Women's Housework—Exploitation or Resistance?

Slave women resourcefully performed a number of domestic tasks for
the slave community, spinning thread, sewing clothes, growing crops,
and preparing meals to feed and clothe their own people. Women
would often return to their quarters in the evening, worn out from
picking cotton in the blazing sun, only to weave cloth by firelight for
their own kin. We should not romanticize domestic work in the slave
quarters: female slaves were disadvantaged by a gendered division of
labor that assigned to them the double duty of housework on top of
backbreaking toil in the field.!* (A slave master might humiliate a dis-
obedient male slave by giving him “women’s work” such as washing
clothes.)

Yet work in the home had a unique dimension born of women’s
dual service to whites and to their own families. For slave women,
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work outside the home was an aspect of racial subordination while
the family was a site of solace from white oppression.!® Angela
Davis’s assertion that slave women performed “the only labor of the
slave community which could not be directly and immediately
claimed by the oppressor” must be couched in the realization that
their masters ultimately profited from their care of other slaves.!>! But
Davis is right that slave women’s devotion to their own households
defied the expectation of total service to whites. Black women’s
housework and nurturing, then, can be seen as a form of resistance,
directly benefitting Black people rather than their white masters
alone. This feature of slave women'’s domestic labor complicates the
radical feminist interpretation of the family as an institution of vio-
lence and subordination. Further, although a slave woman’s act of
giving birth enhanced the master’s workforce, it just as surely ensured
the life of the slave community. True, whites had the brute power,
through the whip and auction block, to steer the course of their
slaves’ reproductive lives; but they could not dictate the full value of
procreation and mothering for Black women.

oo}

Slave women'’s fight to retain a modicum of reproductive autonomy
despite the repressive conditions of bondage indicates the importance
of reproduction to our humanity. Slaveholders knew that controlling
their slaves’ childbearing was critical to the perpetuation of slavery.
Slave women had the unique capacity to reproduce the enslaved labor
force. Yet despite its profitability, it would be a mistake to view
whites’ interest in Black women’s fertility as entirely financial. Domi-
nation of reproduction was the most effective means of subjugating
enslaved women, of denying them the power to govern their own
bodies and to determine the course of their own destiny. Slave
women'’s resistance against these practices demonstrates even more
powerfully that reproductive liberty is vital to our human dignity.
Women like Jane, Sukie Abbott, and Anna Julia Cooper viewed re-
productive freedom as a liberty worth struggling for —even dying
for —because they recognized it as part of what makes us truly
human.




