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Abstract of Dissertation 
 
 

Mothering the South: Gender, Race, and Antebellum Slavery 
 

 In the antebellum South, the care of infants fundamentally shaped the lives and 

labors of Black and white women. This project explores the significance of this care in 

the slaveholding Southern household and in the scientific, political, and cultural 

landscape from 1830-1865. I define “mothering” as women’s physical care for infants, 

including breastfeeding and medical care, along with the perceived emotional features of 

this care, like nurture and maternal instinct. Demands of infant care on Southern farms 

and plantations implicated slaveholding and enslaved women and children in a complex 

system of labor defined by exploitation and violence. This project also identifies the 

prevalence of cultural, scientific, and political discourses and depictions of mothering in 

the antebellum United States. Physicians, activists, ideologues, and authors regularly 

articulated ideas about enslaved and slaveholding women’s respective capacities for 

mothering.  

This project argues that these representations of mothering, along with the 

quotidian structures of mothering, reinforced ideological notions of racial difference 

between Black and white womanhood. Perceived racial differences in capacities for 

mothering – like Black women’s supposed neglect of their children, and white women’s 

“superior” motherliness – reinforced the racial and economic inferiority of Black 

womanhood to white womanhood. These discourses and representations of mothering 

ultimately functioned to justify the exploitation of both enslaved and slaveholding 

women within the system of slavery. Above all, this project identifies mothering as a 
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practical and ideological vehicle through which antebellum Southerners strived to 

preserve the white supremacist, patriarchal structure of the slaveholding household.  
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Introduction 
 

 
 In 1860, Samuel Cartwright, an antebellum physician, contributed an article to the 

publication of Cotton is King, and Proslavery Arguments in which he articulated 

supposed differences between “Caucasians” and “the Africans.” One of his arguments 

maintained that, due to racial difference, Black and white women did not care for their 

infants in the same ways. According to Cartwright, Black mothers “let their children 

suffer and die, or unmercifully abuse[d] them.” He contrasted this claim with the 

nurturing motherliness of white women’s care. When a white mistress oversaw the 

enslaved children’s nursery on a plantation, Cartwright asserted, she “often sits up at 

night with sick children and administers to their wants.” Enslaved mothers, in contrast, 

would be “nodding [off] by them,” and would have been “sound asleep if not for [the 

mistress’s] presence.” Cartwright then explained the consequences of this difference. 

Without a white woman presiding over infants’ care, “the negro population invariably 

diminishes.”1 Thus, it was only under the care of white women that the Black population 

could flourish and grow. This logic, for Cartwright and other proslavery defenders, 

demonstrated the value of slavery as a labor system. 

 This type of blatant racism is unsurprising in the context of a proslavery 

publication, especially when authored by a physician who is most famous for pseudo-

scientifically pathologizing enslaved people’s desire for freedom.2 However, this project 

 
1 Samuel Cartwright, “Slavery in the Light of Ethnology” in Cotton is King, and Pro-Slavery Arguments: 
Comprising the Writings of Hammond, Harper, Christy, Stringfellow, Hodge, Bledsoe, and Cartwright, on 
This Important Subject, edited by E. N. Elliott (Augusta: Pritchard, Abbott, and Loomis, 1860), 727-728.  
2 For more on Cartwright’s diagnosis of “drapetomania,” or the “disease” that caused slaves to run away, 
see Christopher D. E. Willoughby, “Running Away from Drapetomania: Samuel A. Cartwright, Medicine, 
and Race in the Antebellum South,” Journal of Southern History 84, no. 3 (2018): 579-614.  
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insists on interrogating statements like Cartwright’s for their significance to ideological 

systems of power in the antebellum period. Several questions arise when analyzing 

Cartwright’s claims: Why did the political debate over slavery involve questions about 

mothering? How was Cartwright’s depiction of mothering skewed, and what did 

mothering on Southern farms and plantations actually look like? Given that Cartwright 

was a trained physician, how did professional medicine conceptualize knowledge about 

infant care during this period, and how did the race of their patients shape this 

knowledge? Finally, how did these kinds of statements reinforce notions of racialized, 

gendered norms that defined Black and white womanhood? These are the questions that 

this project investigates. 

“Mothering the South: Gender, Race, and Antebellum Slavery” explores the lived 

experience and the cultural representations of mothering in the antebellum South. I am 

interested in how Black enslaved women and white slaveholding women cared for their 

children, and how that care was understood and depicted in different cultural, scientific, 

and political contexts. My definition of mothering is precise and multifaceted. Firstly, 

mothering encompasses physical aspects of infant care, like breastfeeding and medical 

care, that women – mothers and other carers – provide for children from birth to age two. 

Mothering also comprises notions of the emotional aspects of mother-infant connection, 

including nurture, attachment, and maternal instinct. It is important to note that my 

project seeks to avoid naturalizing these concepts of mother-infant connection. For 

instance, I do not treat maternal instinct as a natural, biological fact. However, the 

assumed natural connection between a mother and her infant in the antebellum period 

imbued mothering with a specific cultural meaning that this project investigates. 
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Furthermore, while this project centers on the care of and connection with infants, the 

primary focus of analysis is the women who performed that care, not the experience of 

infants.  

My choice to analyze mothering in part reflects the distinction of infant care from 

other forms of childcare on Southern plantations. While children past the age of two were 

usually left alone in the slave quarters or with an unrelated slave, infant feeding often 

required the presence of a nursing woman, who was often also expected to complete 

agricultural labor. Enslavers thus created specific labor protocols and practices on 

plantations that allowed for breastfeeding and simultaneously minimized the loss of 

women’s physical labor. Additionally, enslaved wet nursing of white children created an 

entire informal market in the South that commodified enslaved women’s breastfeeding 

abilities.3 In this way, infant care shaped the daily structure of enslavement on plantations 

in a way that the parenting of older children did not. 

My analysis of mothering also reflects the particular resonance that the perceived 

natural connection between mother and infant held during the antebellum era. This 

period’s sentimental cultural productions celebrated motherhood and women’s “child-

centeredness,” as novels, magazines, and newspaper contributors valorized Southern 

women’s roles as mothers.4 This project will demonstrate that mothering was a salient 

cultural, political, and scientific touchpoint throughout the antebellum period. 

 
3 Stephanie Jones-Rogers, They Were Her Property: White Women as Slave-Owners in the American South 
(Yale University Press, 2019), 102.  
4 Nancy M. Theriot, Mothers and Daughters in Nineteenth-Century America: The Biosocial Construction of 
Femininity (University Press of Kentucky, 1996), 18; V. Lynn Kennedy, Born Southern: Childbirth, 
Motherhood, and Social Networks in the Old South (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 9-10.  
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“Mothering the South” seeks to uncover how the structures of mothering, and 

cultural representations of mothering, were informed by and reproduced ideologies of 

gender and race that undergirded the exploitative labor scheme of slavery. Because 

antebellum slavery was a domestic institution, the Southern household emerges as a key 

site of analysis. The Southern household was a white supremacist, patriarchal space, in 

which male patriarchs held vested authority over their households, including the land and 

their dependents, namely wives, children, and slaves.5 Unlike the industrializing North in 

the 1850s, the household remained the primary site of production in the South. Men, 

women, and children did not go “out to work” – rather, the household served as the 

workplace in which enslaved laborers and Southern mistresses performed their labor.6 

This project examines the household broadly: as a workplace, as a site of exploitation, as 

a space of intimate and interpersonal interaction, and as a site of medical care. It also 

examines how physicians, activists, and political leaders publicly represented the 

Southern household, and the labors and interactions within it. 

Black women held a vital practical and symbolic role within the economic, racial, 

and gendered system of the Southern household. During the colonial period, the passage 

of various laws coalesced to make slavery a racialized, heritable condition passed through 

the mother, a doctrine known as partus sequitur ventrem. Enslaved women’s bodies 

became the vehicles through which slavery endured; as Saidiya Hartman asserts, “The 

belly [was] made a factory of production.”7 In 1807, Congress passed a bill that ended 

 
5 Kathleen Brown, Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs: Gender, Race, and Power in 
Colonial Virginia (University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 4-5.  
6 Thavolia Glymph, Out of the House of Bondage: The Transformation of the Plantation Household 
(Cambridge University Press, 2008), 3.  
7 Saidiya Hartman, “The Belly of the World: A Note on Black Women’s Labors,” Souls 18, no.1 (2016): 
169.  
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the U.S.’s participation in the international slave trade, meaning that slavery could only 

survive through the births of new enslaved people on U.S. soil. Enslaved women’s status 

as reproducers thus became increasingly pivotal, as enslavers viewed enslaved women, 

and their ability to birth slaves, as the key to future wealth.8  

However, as my project will show, this desire for long-term wealth through the 

birth of new enslaved infants did not mean that enslavers permitted enslaved women to 

provide adequate care for their infants. Instead, enslavers’ desire for immediate 

productive output often superseded these long-term goals, and enslavers forced enslaved 

women to return to the fields quickly after childbirth and severely limited their ability to 

breastfeed their children. In some extreme cases, white slaveholding women breastfed 

Black infants so that their mothers did not leave the fields. As such, enslavers 

categorically denied motherhood to enslaved women, as they had no legal claims to their 

own children. Enslavers also placed value on enslaved women’s domestic labor in the 

white household, including nursing and wet nursing for white infants.  

White women also played an important role in this domestic system. Domesticity 

and maternity defined nineteenth-century expectations of white womanhood. The rise of 

republican ideology during and after the American Revolution granted American women 

a new ideological role as mothers, as they were tasked with raising virtuous citizens.9 

Domestic motherhood became emblematic of proper morals and stability in an ever-

shifting political, cultural, and economic climate.10 Motherhood remained practically and 

 
8 Jennifer Morgan, Laboring Women and Gender in New World Slavery (University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2004).  
9 Linda Kerber, Women of the Republic: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary America (University of 
North Carolina Press, 1980); Nora Doyle, Maternal Bodies: Redefining Motherhood in Early America 
(University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 3.  
10 Doyle, Maternal Bodies, 4.  
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ideologically important even as fertility rates started to decline nationally after 1800, with 

most women bearing at least five living children and thus remaining tied to childbearing 

and childrearing as their primary duties.11  

Though it was characterized as virtuous, white women’s unpaid reproductive 

labor in bearing and raising children actually preserved the patriarchal order of Southern 

households. It freed white men from domestic labor and maintained white women’s 

economic dependence on their husbands. This was especially significant in the 

slaveholding South, where white women were confronted with the ideal of the “Southern 

mistress,” a stereotype that charged them with overseeing children and slaves while 

remaining passive and docile under the protection of the patriarch. On smaller farms, 

white women’s reproductive labor also helped reproduce the household as an economic 

unit, as healthy children were needed to farm the family’s land.12  

My recognition of the exploitation of white women’s labor in the household does 

not hinder my understanding of white women as active participants in the system of 

slavery. Despite cultural depictions of white women as weak and docile, they exercised 

considerable amounts of power in plantation households. Slaveholding women exerted 

violence against enslaved individuals and managed systems of infant care, including 

enslaved wet nursing. Accordingly, my analysis does not attempt to quantify or compare 

the amount of exploitation that white and Black women suffered under patriarchy, nor do 

I overlook or downplay the exploitation and violence that white women perpetrated 

against enslaved women. Instead, this work simultaneously recognizes white women as 

 
11 Kennedy, Born Southern, 15. 
12 Brown, Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs, 263; Stephanie McCurry, Masters of Small 
Worlds: Yeoman Households, Gender Relations, and the Political Culture of the Antebellum South Carolina 
Low Country (Oxford University Press, 1996), 263.  
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victims of patriarchal standards and as perpetrators in the system of the white supremacist 

Southern household.13  

This project argues that practices and representations of mothering reinforced 

ideological notions of difference between Black womanhood and white womanhood. 

White Southerners consistently articulated differences between Black women and white 

women through their perceived abilities to care for and nurture their children and the 

“natural” maternal instinct that they held. In general, white womanhood was synonymous 

with maternal virtue. Mothering was culturally depicted as white women’s rightful duty 

that they were meant to fulfill with unending joy and pleasure.14 Though white Southern 

women often outsourced the care of their children to enslaved laborers, they remained the 

cultural paragons of motherhood. Portrayals of Black womanhood, on the other hand, 

painted Black women as neglectful mothers to their own children. White Southerners 

questioned Black women’s capacities for nurturing and compared their maternal instinct 

to that of animals. At the same time, other cultural sources consistently characterized 

Black women as loyal and maternal, primarily as caretakers of white children. Characters 

in novels, advice in medical manuals, physicians’ reports in medical journals, and 

depictions in political literature, as well as structures of infant care on plantations, all 

reinforced these differences.  

 These inscribed markers of difference ultimately justified racist and sexist labor 

systems during and after the antebellum period. Characterizations of Black women as 

biologically inferior, lacking maternal instinct, and careless in their mothering all served 

 
13 Here, I draw from Jennifer C. Nash’s suggestion that scholars can improve their intersectional 
scholarship by exploring how “privilege and oppression can be co-constituted on the subject level.” 
Jennifer C. Nash, “Re-Thinking Intersectionality,” Feminist Review 89, no. 1 (2008): 11-12. 
14 Doyle, Maternal Bodies.  
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to justify the exploitation of their productive labor in slavery. The daily structure of work 

denied women the ability to mother their children, and painting women as biologically 

disconnected from and apathetic to their children validated that labor system. That labor, 

in turn, directly strengthened the economic power of slaveholding men. At the same time, 

characterizing Black women as loyal caretakers for white children justified the 

reproductive labor that they completed in the white household. Enslavers mandated that 

enslaved women serve as nurses and wet nurses for white children, and depicting them as 

motherly to white children rationalized this system.  Furthermore, the cultural ideal for 

white women as virtuous maternal figures justified the exploitation of their reproductive 

labor in the household, as their domestic labor, including childcare, was not imbued with 

economic value during this time. It also sanctioned white women’s exploitation of 

enslaved women’s labor. These racialized versions of womanhood thus served to support 

systems of labor that strengthened the economic and symbolic power of white 

supremacist patriarchy. 

The scope of this project spans from 1830 to 1865, including an examination of 

the historical memory of the antebellum period produced after 1865. While the 

antebellum period is traditionally defined as beginning at the end of the War of 1812, a 

number of factors contributed to my decision to focus on these three and a half decades. 

By 1830, slavery had spread into the Deep South, with planters establishing cash crop 

plantations of sugar and especially cotton. The U.S. rapidly expanded in the early 

nineteenth century, with the Louisiana Purchase and the acquisition of Florida (and, later, 

Texas) providing planters with more land to establish plantations. As increasing numbers 

of planters moved from the Upper South to the Deep South, so too did enslaved laborers, 
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whom planters and traders forcibly relocated to work on these new plantations. Rising 

cotton prices contributed to this trend, as industrialization in Britain drove up demand for 

raw cotton. By 1830, these changes established the distinct expansive and powerful form 

of slavery that would continue to flourish until the Civil War.15  

The professional field of medicine also established itself in the first decades of the 

nineteenth century. The number of medical schools grew significantly in the 1830s and 

1840s, with the American Medical Association being founded in 1847. Thus, during the 

1830s, 1840s, and 1850s, medical care shifted from a traditionally feminine domain to a 

masculine one, and male doctors began to exert increasing influence over women’s 

health, including their reproductive health. Physicians aided sick white women and 

informed white women of “proper” infant care practices through medical guidebooks. 

Physicians also interfered in the reproductive lives of enslaved women. Wealthy 

enslavers regularly hired physicians to care for enslaved individuals, as some 

slaveholders promoted the good health of enslaved people to maximize the exploitation 

of their labor.16 Because reproductive medicine was a nascent field, Southern physicians 

regularly utilized enslaved men, women, and children as subjects for medical 

experimental care. And in a period with high infant mortality rates – 15-20% in the 

United States and even higher in the South – physicians were highly concerned with the 

treatment of infants.17 Through their interactions with Black and white women and 

 
15 Adam Rothman, Slave Country: American Expansion and the Origins of the Deep South (Harvard 
University Press, 2007), x-xi.  
16 Marie Jenkins Schwartz, Birthing a Slave: Motherhood and Medicine in the Antebellum South (Harvard 
University Press, 2006), 152-170.  
17 Richard A. Meckel, Save the Babies: American Public Health Reform and Prevention of Infant Mortality, 
1850-1929 (University of Michigan Press, 1990), 1. 



 
 

10 

children in the South, physicians not only furthered their understanding of the human 

body, but they also produced ideas of racial difference.  

Various forms of racial science also found popularity in the American South 

during this period. Racial scientists combined anthropological, evolutionary, and 

craniometrical analysis to produce taxonomies of human races. Phrenology, perhaps the 

most famous branch of racial science, was the study of human skulls and their supposed 

connection to mental ability and character traits. This discipline promoted ideas of 

biological and anatomical racial difference, including differences between Black and 

white women’s reproductive organs and maternal nature. These pseudoscientific findings 

were used to justify the exploitative nature of slavery. 

This period also saw the height of the American political debate over slavery. 

Abolitionist activity in the North exploded in the 1830s. While the free Black population 

of the United States had fought for immediate abolitionism for decades prior to the 

1830s, eighteenth-century white abolitionists had generally argued for gradual 

abolition.18 It was in the 1830s when the immediate cessation of slavery became the 

dominant white abolitionist argument.19 William Lloyd Garrison established the New 

England Anti-Slavery Society and the abolitionist newspaper The Liberator in 1831, and 

Garrison and Arthur Tappan created the American Anti-Slavery Society in 1833. The 

nullification crisis of 1832-33 also made the issue of slavery more pressing in the minds 

of Americans. South Carolina’s legislature had claimed that national tariffs (which were 

seen as unfairly burdensome on Southern states) were null and void in the state. While 

 
18 Shirley J. Yee, Black Women Abolitionists: A Study in Activism (University of Tennessee Press, 1992), 2.  
19 Claudine Ferrell, The Abolitionist Movement (Greenwood Press, 2006), 41.  
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compromise was reached in 1833, the crisis set the stage for future arguments about 

states’ rights and slavery.20  

These shifts transformed the quantity and quality of proslavery arguments as well. 

Proslavery arguments had existed since the colonial period, with slavery long 

characterized as a necessary evil, but during this period, Southerners grew more insistent 

that their peculiar institution was preferable to a free labor society.21 The entrenchment of 

Southern evangelicalism, which equated material success with “moral superiority and 

divine favor,” fostered Southern belief that the spread and profitability of slavery were 

evidence of its moral goodness.22 Nat Turner’s Rebellion in 1831, a slave uprising that 

resulted in the deaths of roughly sixty white Virginians, also fueled Southerners’ paranoia 

and defensiveness.23 Most crucially, the rapid increase in the publication of abolitionist 

literature, like Garrison’s The Liberator, compelled Southerners to defend their lifestyle 

with increasing vigor. The publication of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin in 

1852 only increased this urgency. 

As my project will show, arguments for and against slavery regularly relied upon 

and reproduced ideas and images of mothering that were disseminated across the U.S. 

Abolitionists depicted enslaved mothers in strategically sympathetic ways to garner 

support for the cause. Proslavery advocates, on the other hand, vilified Black mothering 

and valorized white mothering to argue that slavery was a necessary condition for the 

Black race.  

 
20 Owen W. Muelder, Theodore Dwight Weld and the American Anti-Slavery Society (McFarland & 
Company, Inc., 2011), 4. 
21 John Patrick Daly, When Slavery Was Called Freedom: Evangelicalism, Proslavery, and the Causes of 
the Civil War (University Press of Kentucky, 2021), 3.  
22 Daly, When Slavery Was Called Freedom, 6.  
23 Jeremy J. Tewell, “A Difference of Complexion: George Fitzhugh and the Birth of the Republic,” The 
Historian 73, no. 2 (2011): 236.  
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Definitions and Theory  

 My project necessarily takes an intersectional approach in its analysis, as I 

consider race and gender not as static, biological markers of identity, but instead as 

categories of power inextricably defined by one another. My argument rests on the 

understanding that notions of womanhood are not universal but are informed by and 

inseparable from understandings of Blackness and whiteness. My definition of gender is 

shaped by Joan W. Scott, whose pivotal article, “Gender as a Useful Category of 

Historical Analysis,” defined gender as a perceived difference of the sexes that signified 

social relationship and power hierarchies.24 Similarly, I view race as a socially 

constructed category of perceived difference. As Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham 

articulates, categories of race are “strategically necessary for the functioning of power in 

countless institutional and ideological forms.”25 In the context of the nineteenth century, 

the meanings attached to race lent legitimacy to economic goals of the United States; 

racial hierarchy justified the economic exploitation of enslaved workers, which fueled the 

economy of the United States and the Atlantic World more broadly.26 

My dissertation focuses specifically on the mothering of children from the time 

they were born until roughly two years old. Unlike similar literature, therefore, my 

project does not tackle “motherhood” as an institution. My project instead joins the line 

of scholarship that uncovers the analytical incompatibility of slavery and motherhood. 

My analysis will prove that the exploitative logic of slavery relied on the denial of 

 
24 Joan W. Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” The American Historical Review 91, 
no. 5 (1986): 1053-1075.  
25 Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, “African-American Women’s History and the Metalanguage of Race,” 
Signs 17, no. 2 (1992): 253.  
26 Brown, Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs, 4.  
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mothering to enslaved women. Enslavers removed children from their families, prevented 

enslaved women from providing care as they saw fit for their children, and appropriated 

other aspects of motherhood for themselves. Furthermore, they mandated that Black 

women provide reproductive labor for white children.  

This argument is informed by several foundational works in the Black feminist 

canon. In “Reflections on the Black Woman’s Role in the Community of Slaves,” Angela 

Davis contends that slavery did not endow enslaved mothers with the authority of 

motherhood and instead made them “surrender [their] child-bearing to alien and 

predatory economic interests.”27 Hortense Spillers is particularly helpful in explicating 

this argument in her seminal article, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American 

Grammar Book.” She asserts that slavery prevented enslaved women from attaining 

motherhood as a “female blood-rite/right.” While enslaved women “reproduced other 

enslaved persons,” it was not the “reproduction of mothering,” because slavery robbed 

women of the “parental right, the parental function.”28 Jennifer Morgan expounds on this 

denial of motherhood, demonstrating that slavery deprived enslaved women of emotional 

attachment to their children. She argues that the presumption that enslaved women loved 

and nurtured their children “is dangerous, for ambivalence toward and distance from 

[their] ‘pickininies’ would have been as logical an emotion as any” for mothers faced 

with the realities of slavery.29 

 
27 Angela Davis, “Reflections on the Black Woman’s Role in the Community of Slaves,” The Black Scholar 
3, no. 4 (1971): 2.  
28 Hortense Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book,” Diacritics 17, no. 2 
(1987): 75, 77-78. Dorothy Roberts similarly asserts that enslaved women were “systematically denied the 
rights of motherhood,” and Stephanie Li asks, “What is motherhood for a woman deprived of the ability to 
care for and protect her child?”. Dorothy Roberts, Killing the Black Body: Race, Reproduction, and the 
Meaning of Liberty (Vintage Books, 1997), 51; Stephanie Li, “Motherhood as Resistance in Harriet 
Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl,” Legacy 23, no. 1 (2006): 14.  
29 Morgan, Laboring Women, 114.  
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In arguing that slavery denied mothering to enslaved women, I do not attempt to 

argue that no enslaved women embraced motherhood as a social role and duty. Individual 

enslaved women certainly may have embraced the title of “mother,” and loved and cared 

for their children to the best of their abilities. However, this project does not attempt to 

make a judgement of the love or emotion that women held for their infants. I honor the 

multitudinous ways that enslaved women faced the cruelties of slavery, but I do not judge 

the level of emotional attachment they did or did not hold in my analysis. My project 

instead is concerned with structures of care along with the cultural, political, and 

scientific representations of women’s connection to their children.  

Methodology and Primary Sources 

 My methodological approach blends social history with cultural history. As a 

social history, it excavates the lived experience of infant care for enslaved and 

slaveholding women. As a cultural history, it historicizes mothering by uncovering 

cultural representations of mothering during the antebellum period.30 This approach 

reveals how social practices and cultural, scientific, and political discourses reproduced 

ideologies of race and gender – specifically, notions of Black and white womanhood – 

that justified and upheld systems of oppression. It also uncovers how those systems of 

oppression structured the lives and labors of antebellum Southern women.  

I approach the history of women in the antebellum South knowing that their 

intimate lives are poorly documented in the historical archive. Frank and public 

discussions of women’s health and care, like breastfeeding, were uncommon because 

modesty was a central tenet of normative womanhood. The study of enslaved women 

 
30 Kathleen Brown, “Brave New Worlds: Women’s and Gender History,” The William and Mary Quarterly 
50, no. 2 (1993): 313-314.  
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poses a particular archival problem for historians. As scholars like Saidiya Hartman have 

pointed out, those in power violently excluded the lives and experiences of enslaved 

women from the archive. The archive is “a death sentence, a tomb, a display of the 

violated body, an inventory of property . . . an asterisk in the grand narrative of history” 

for enslaved women.31 My project grapples with the challenges of the archive in a 

number of ways, including use of a wide variety of source material. 

This project draws on several key sources of existing testimony from enslaved 

men and women. From 1936-1938, government workers interviewed thousands of 

formerly enslaved people as part of the Federal Writers’ Project of the Works Progress 

Administration. These interviews (hereafter referred to as WPA narratives) are now a part 

of an online collection called Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers’ 

Project, 1936-1938, available through the Library of Congress. Some early historians of 

slavery eschewed the WPA narratives in their scholarship, arguing that the interviews had 

too many potential problems as legitimate historical sources. Most interviewees were 

young children during slavery and were in their eighties and nineties at the time of the 

interviews, leading some historians to question the validity of their memories of slavery. 

The racial dynamics of the interviews also may have led interviewees to appease their 

white interviewers and obscure the cruelties of their experience.  

Despite these potential problems, I, like many of the authors I cite in my 

historiography section, find immense value in the WPA narratives as one of the few 

available sources that lend insight into the perspective of enslaved people. Interviewees 

were unlikely to misremember “pivotal experiences” like births, experiences of violence, 

 
31 Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” Small Axe 12, no. 2 (2008): 2.  
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and separations from family.32 Despite potential discomfort, interviewees consistently 

shared the traumatic realities of slavery, and indeed, they revealed information about the 

daily life of slavery that is largely absent in much of the historical record. Numerous 

WPA interviewees discussed the rearing of enslaved and white children, as well as the 

structural constrictions, and sometimes violence, that enslaved women faced when they 

attempted to care for their infants. Importantly, because many WPA interviewees were 

children during the last years of slavery, many of them served as nurses for their white 

mistresses, so their memories of this labor allow us to better understand white women’s 

mothering practices. 

Published slave narratives represent the other key source that illustrates the 

perspective of enslaved individuals. Published slave narratives, like those of Frederick 

Douglass and Harriet Jacobs, lend insight into the quotidian experiences of enslaved 

people’s lives. Because many of these narratives were published with an explicitly 

abolitionist goal, they also demonstrate how Black men and women publicly presented 

their experiences within the abolitionist movement. Slave narratives published after 

emancipation, furthermore, reveal how freed Black Americans actively shaped the 

memory of slavery in the late nineteenth century.  

The perspective of slaveholding men and women is, of course, more readily 

available in the historical archive. The personal papers of elite and middling slaveholding 

women have survived and were critical to this project. As a visiting research fellow, I 

traveled to Wilson Library at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill to examine 

the correspondence and diaries of slaveholding women in their Southern Historical 

 
32 Jones-Rogers, They Were Her Property, xviii. 
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Collection. The archives at the Briscoe Center at the University of Texas at Austin 

provided similar source material for my research. Correspondence and diaries provide 

insight into the interior lives of antebellum women, as they shared personal and intimate 

details when writing to friends, family, or themselves (in the case of diaries) about their 

experiences providing care to their children. These sources also provide “fleeting 

glimpses of enslaved subjects,” as women offhandedly discussed their enslaved laborers 

and their involvement in white childcare.33  

Kathleen Brown asserts that historians have much to learn by “analyzing cultural 

texts produced about women even when they lack documents written by women.”34 As 

such, much of my dissertation relies on source material produced by white men, often 

slaveholding white men. In order to uncover meaning from sources produced from a 

white supremacist, patriarchal perspective, I rigorously read these sources both with and 

against the grain. Reading with the grain allows me to understand what ideas the author 

articulated and what audience they attempted to reach, and reading against the grain 

reveals how authors’ prejudices and biases, along with how social and political goals, 

influenced their ideas.  

Notes and reports written by physicians in medical journals represent one such 

example of source material written by men about women. In these journals, physicians 

documented their own interactions with and treatment of Black and white women and 

children, debating and describing women’s mothering practices. I argue that medical 

journals served as forums through which doctors could and did paint Black and white 

 
33 Marisa Fuentes, Dispossessed Lives: Enslaved Women, Violence, and the Archive (University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 1. 
34 Brown, “Brave New Worlds,” 325.  
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mothers and their mothering practices in fundamental opposition. I also examine 

nineteenth-century medical manuals, which were both critical to the education of  literate 

(and thus, overwhelmingly elite and white) women, as well as physicians who sought 

expertise in women’s medicine.35 Phrenological and other racial science texts, which 

“scientists” increasingly published during the mid-nineteenth century, also serve as 

important sources for my analysis, as I examine how ideas about maternal instinct in 

these texts served as a means through which white men articulated racial differences 

between Black womanhood and white womanhood.  

Antebellum political literature, specifically proslavery and abolitionist literature, 

also serves as key source material for my dissertation. In the decades leading up to the 

Civil War, elite slaveholders and others who benefited from the “peculiar institution” 

increasingly published tracts, newspapers, and books that justified the enslavement of the 

Black population. The ideas that proslavery writers promoted were, of course, 

unsuccessful, as their defenses of slavery did not prevent the emancipation of enslaved 

people during the Civil War. However, I take seriously the ideas and rhetoric utilized by 

these authors, in part because they reached a wide audience in the South and because, as 

Larry E. Tise asserts, proslavery ideas “expressed the social, cultural, and moral values of 

a large portion of the population of America in the first half of the nineteenth century.”36 

Their articulation of patriarchal white supremacy thus reveals key insights into 

nineteenth-century conceptions of gender and race.37 

 
35 Doyle, Maternal Bodies, 86-87.  
36 Larry E. Tise, Proslavery: A History of the Defense of Slavery in America, 1701-1840 (University of 
Georgia Press, 1987), xv.  
37 This approach to proslavery is also informed by Drew Gilpin Faust’s treatment of proslavery ideas “as a 
key to wider patterns of beliefs and values” in the antebellum South. Drew Gilpin Faust, The Ideology of 
Slavery: Proslavery Thought in the Antebellum South, 1830-1860 (Louisiana State University Press, 1983), 
1. 
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Abolitionist tracts, speeches, and personal narratives by women and men 

demonstrate how mothering served as a useful rhetorical tool for the abolitionist 

movement. I focus primarily on well-known tracts, speeches, novels, and personal 

narratives, written by Black and white figures like Frederick Douglass, Lydia Maria 

Child, and the Grimké sisters, as these had the most commercial success and cultural 

impact at the time. Importantly, some authors, like Douglass and the Grimkés, had 

experienced life in the South firsthand, while others, like Child, had never personally 

experienced slavery or Southern life. However, their texts are important to my study of 

the antebellum South because they demonstrate how representations of Black enslaved 

women and white slaveholding women proliferated across the United States.  

This work embraces fictional works as compelling historical sources, and so I 

examine a number of novels and short stories in three different chapters. For instance, 

Chapter Four analyzes Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which was the most 

successful abolitionist publication in the United States. In Chapter Three, I examine 

proslavery novels published in response to Stowe, aptly called “anti-Tom” literature. In 

Chapter Five, I analyze a fictional short story by author Charles Chesnutt in which he 

narrates a story about antebellum slavery. I do not read fictional works as “unmediated 

sources of factual information” or as documentation of lived experience.38 Instead, I read 

literature as a “response to reality,” and as evidence of “conscious and unconscious 

assumptions, attitudes, opinions, [and] prejudices” of a particular period.39 Characters 

 
38 Julia Reid, “Novels,” in Reading Primary Sources: The Interpretation of Texts from Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Century History, 2nd ed., eds. Miriam Dobson and Benjamin Ziemann (Routledge, 2020), 185. 
39 Allan H. Pasco, “Literature as Historical Archive,” New Literary History 35, no. 3 (2004): 373.  
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and plots in novels about Southern life, while not necessarily reflecting lived experience, 

were projections of real racial and gendered ideologies. 

Historiography 

This project engages with and contributes to a number of intersecting 

historiographies that examine gender, race, and reproduction in the nineteenth century. In 

1971, Angela Davis expressed outrage at the “paucity of literature on the black 

woman.”40 Indeed, early historical scholarship on antebellum slavery paid little attention 

to the specificities of enslaved women’s experience, especially in terms of the sexual and 

reproductive exploitation that they faced and the gender-specific forms of resistance they 

enacted.41 The publication of Deborah Gray White’s Ar’n’t I a Woman?: Female Slaves in 

the Plantation South in 1985 represented a crucial turning point in modern 

historiography, as it was the first published monograph examining the lives and labors of 

enslaved women. White elucidates the specific constraints, exploitation, and cruelties that 

enslaved women faced because of the intersection of their Blackness and womanhood. 

Importantly for my study, she debunks the “myths” surrounding Black womanhood, like 

that of the mammy and Jezebel.42  

 
40 Davis, “Reflections on the Black Woman’s Role,” 81.  
41 See Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made (Pantheon Books, 1974); 
Herbert Gutman, The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, 1750-1925 (Vintage Books, 1976).  
42 Deborah Gray White, Ar’n’t I a Woman?: Female Slaves in the Plantation South (W. W. Norton, 1985). 
For further discussion of how “controlling images” of Black women existed as “powerful ideological 
justifications” for intersecting oppressions like gender and race, see Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist 
Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment, 2nd ed. (Routledge, 2000), 69. 
David Barry Gaspar and Darlene Clark Hine’s edited volume, More Than Chattel: Black Women and 
Slavery in the Americas (1996), also built on White’s contribution, as it examined how enslaved women’s 
gendered experiences, like childbearing and childrearing, influenced their lives in slavery. David Barry 
Gaspar and Darlene Clark Hine, eds. More Than Chattel: Black Women and Slavery in the Americas 
(Indiana University Press, 1996). 
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In 1996, another foundational work of the history of race and gender was 

published: Kathleen Brown’s Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs: 

Gender, Race, and Power in Colonial Virginia. “Mothering the South” is indebted to 

Brown’s exploration of gender and race as co-constitutive categories of power that shift 

over time. Brown demonstrates that analysis of a wide array of sources, including legal 

statutes, wills, and newspapers, can uncover how race influenced the construction of 

gender, and how gender simultaneously influenced the construction of race. This 

methodology, along with her argument that racial concepts of womanhood were pivotal to 

the development and maintenance of the patriarchal social order, inform my approach to 

racial and gendered analysis.43  

Other historians have since built upon Brown’s exploration of the construction of 

gender and race in early America. In her 2004 work, Laboring Women: Reproduction and 

Gender in New World Slavery, Jennifer Morgan examines the construction of gender and 

race in the context of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century slavery, and – importantly for 

my study – she uncovers the significance of reproduction to that construction. She proves 

the importance of enslaved women’s reproductive value to the logic of Atlantic slavery in 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Morgan argues that it was both women’s real 

reproductive capacities – which were often low, as work and climate conditions 

prevented most slave societies from achieving “natural increase” during these centuries – 

and their imagined, symbolic reproduction that undergirded the ideology of slavery. Her 

first chapter is particularly useful, as she utilizes travel literature to argue that European 

travelers to Africa had described and defined Black women’s bodies as monstrous and 

 
43 Brown, Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs.  
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savage, which ultimately came to denote racial difference and justify the productive and 

reproductive labor that they completed in slavery.44  

Other works have been instrumental in providing examples of how racial and 

gendered ideologies were constructed and reconstructed in society. Deirdre Cooper 

Owens’s Medical Bondage: Race, Gender, and the Origins of American Gynecology 

(2017) demonstrates that the experimental work of white physicians on enslaved women, 

whom physicians relied on both as patients and as nurses, drove the development of 

American gynecology.45 My study builds on Owens’s intervention that medical journals 

served as sites of racial formation, as my project examines the ways in which physicians 

documented interactions with Black and white women regarding their infant care.46 No 

Mercy Here: Gender, Punishment, and the Making of Jim Crow Modernity by Sarah 

Haley (2016) deals with late nineteenth and early twentieth-century Southern history, 

demonstrating how the carceral system in the Jim Crow South created ideologies 

surrounding race and gender. She adds to the line of scholarship informing my project 

that contends that Black and white womanhood were mutually constitutive – that the 

“othering” of Black women was necessary for the “solidifying [of] white women’s 

particular gender formation.”47 

Other histories on specific aspects of antebellum slavery guide my theoretical 

approach. Saidiya Hartman’s Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in 

 
44 Morgan, Laboring Women, 53.  
45 Deirdre Cooper Owens, Medical Bondage: Race, Gender, and the Origins of American Gynecology 
(University of Georgia Press, 2017). 
46 For further work on the emergence of professional reproduction medicine, see Schwartz, Birthing a 
Slave; Deborah Kuhn McGregor, From Midwives to Medicine: The Birth of American Gynecology (Rutgers 
University Press, 1998).  
47 Sarah Haley, No Mercy Here: Gender, Punishment, and the Making of Jim Crow Modernity (University 
of North Carolina Press, 2016), 5.  
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Nineteenth Century (1997) examines the quotidian terrors that slavery inflicted upon 

enslaved men and women and the legacies of slavery that impinged on the freedoms of 

Black Americans during Reconstruction. My analysis of abolitionist literature is indebted 

to Hartman’s exploration of how the abolitionist movement relied on the spectacularizing 

of violence against Black bodies to garner “double-edged” empathy for slaves.48 

Additionally, Walter Johnson’s conception of paternalism in Soul by Soul: Life Inside the 

Antebellum Slave Market (1999) is useful in its exploration of whites’ projections of 

paternalistic aims and explanations onto their exploitative actions as slaveholders. 

Johnson demonstrates that enslavers actively constructed themselves as parental figures 

to enslaved men and women. This construction of an infallible bond between enslaver 

and enslaved then facilitated and justified their actions at the slave market, like the 

separations of families.49  

 Because my project investigates the construction and maintenance of white 

womanhood, the historiography of early American women’s history, especially regarding 

their roles as mothers, is foundational to my analysis. Linda K. Kerber’s Women of the 

Republic: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary America proves that revolutionary 

sentiment deemed women ideologically important to the maintenance of the United 

States because of their role as “republican mothers,” or as teachers of virtue to their 

children.50 Newer histories have expanded upon Kerber’s intervention. Maternal Bodies: 

 
48 Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth Century (Oxford 
University Press, 1997), 25. 
49 Walter Johnson, Soul by Soul: Life Inside the Antebellum Slave Market (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1999), 111. Johnson describes how enslavers invoked paternalism as a justification for family 
separations: “the bond between master and slave was so strong that not even the love of a (slave) mother 
for her child could justify its dissolution.” Johnson, Soul by Soul, 28.  
50 Linda K. Kerber, Women of the Republic: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary America (University of 
North Carolina Press, 1980).   
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Redefining Motherhood in Early America by Nora Doyle (2018) contends that 

motherhood, defined by its moral and emotional qualities, had become a “potent symbol 

of virtue and order in American society” by the nineteenth century.51 Doyle elucidates the 

divergence between the cultural depictions of white motherhood and the realities that 

women faced once they gave birth. Cultural and medical literature insisted that women 

would find their maternal duties effortless and pleasurable, but women instead found 

duties like breastfeeding difficult and painful.52 

The historiography on white Southern women’s lives in the nineteenth century is 

also crucial to my project. Foundational texts in this historiography, like Anne Firor 

Scott’s The Southern Lady: From Pedestal to Politics (1970), uncovered the “myth” and 

the “fantasy” of the passive, maternal Southern lady that many women attempted to live 

up to, but whose real lives and labors prevented them from fully embodying.53 Older 

texts also emphasized the power that male enslavers held over their wives in the Southern 

household.54 My project builds on a newer line of scholarship that emphasizes the power 

that slaveholding women wielded in the Southern household and their active participation 

in the system of slavery. Out of the House of Bondage: The Transformation of the 

Plantation Household by Thavolia Glymph (2003) convincingly proves that slaveholding 

women dominated enslaved people, especially through the exertion of violence, despite 

their subordination to white men in the household.55 

 
51 Doyle, Maternal Bodies, 5-7.  
52 Doyle, Maternal Bodies, 178-179.  
53 Anne Firor Scott, The Southern Lady: From Pedestal to Politics, 1830-1930 (University of Virginia 
Press, 1970), 44. 
54 Catherine Clinton, The Plantation Mistress: Woman’s World in the Old South (Pantheon Books, 1982); 
Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household: Black and White Women of the Old South 
(University of North Carolina Press, 1988). 
55 Glymph, Out of the House of Bondage, 4. 
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Stephanie Jones-Rogers continues in this tradition in They Were Her Property: 

White Women as Slave Owners in the American South (2019). She argues that white 

women personally owned slaves and were actively involved in the economic 

management and daily discipline of enslaved people. Her fifth chapter is particularly 

relevant to my work, as she argues that white women played a prominent role in the 

antebellum wet nurse market by procuring enslaved women as wet nurses and thus 

appropriating enslaved women’s breast milk and the labor of breastfeeding.56 Emily West 

and R. J. Knight’s work has similarly demonstrated that enslaved wet nursing was a form 

of gendered, maternal exploitation that slaveholding women perpetrated against enslaved 

women for their own gain.57  

While my project emphasizes the exploitation that white Southern women 

perpetrated, it also examines the labor that they performed in their households alongside 

enslaved laborers. As such, I am indebted to historians who have analyzed women’s 

reproductive labor. Though many of these works do not analyze the specific labor 

structure of the antebellum South, which remained largely pre-industrial in the 

antebellum era, their exploration of women’s household labor is nevertheless relevant to 

my analysis of domestic work.58 In 1975, Silvia Federici argued in Wages Against 

Housework that unpaid housework, which has been socially constructed as an “internal 

 
56 Jones-Rogers, They Were Her Property, 102.  
57 Emily West and R. J. Knight, “Mothers’ Milk: Slavery, Wet-Nursing, and Black and White Women in the 
Antebellum South,” Journal of Southern History 83, no. 1 (2017): 37-68. This line of scholarship 
challenges historian Sally McMillen’s claims that white women rarely utilized enslaved women as wet 
nurses. Black men and women’s testimony in WPA narratives, which McMillen eschews in her article, 
demonstrates that white women avoided the work of infant care and relied on the exploitable workforce of 
enslaved women to breastfeed their children. See Sally McMillen, “Mothers’ Sacred Duty: Breast-feeding 
Patterns Among Middle- and Upper-Class Women in the Antebellum South,” Journal of Southern History 
51, no. 3 (Aug. 1985): 222-256. 
58 See, for instance, Jeanne Boydston, Home and Work: Housework, Wages, and the Ideology of Labor in 
the Early Republic (Oxford University Press, 1990). 
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need . . . coming from the depth of our female character,” was actually a form of 

gendered economic exploitation.59 Similarly, in Forced to Care: Coercion and 

Caregiving in America (2010), Evelyn Nakano Glenn demonstrates that “diverse forms of 

coercion” have compelled women to perform reproductive labor either for free or for low 

wages.60 Glenn’s analysis of coerced care work grounds my analysis of enslaved 

women’s labor in white households.  

Noteworthy scholarship on the archetypal Black carer – the “mammy” figure – 

has emerged in recent years, which informs my project as I analyze the mammy 

stereotype in proslavery novels and postbellum plantation reminiscences. In Mammy: A 

Century of Race, Gender, and Southern Memory (2008), Kimberly Wallace-Sanders 

traces the history of the mammy figure, demonstrating that it has evolved over time but 

has continually had a “provocative and tenacious hold on the American psyche.”61 She 

demonstrates that the mammy, as a historically contingent, shifting cultural stereotype, 

reflected dominant ideologies surrounding race, gender, motherhood, and historical 

memory. Micki McElya’s Clinging to Mammy: The Faithful Slave in Twentieth-Century 

America (2007) also examines the mammy caricature, arguing that white Americans 

adapted the cultural image to different historical moments, deploying new versions of the 

mammy at critical points in time in attempts to thwart Black advancement.62 This 

scholarship grounds my analysis of how the cultural figure of the mammy worked to 

 
59 Sylvia Federici, Wages Against Housework (Falling Wall Press and the Power of Women Collective, 
1975), 2.  
60 Evelyn Nakano Glenn, Forced to Care: Coercion and Caregiving in America (Harvard University Press, 
2010), 5 
61 Kimberly Wallace-Sanders, Mammy: A Century of Race, Gender, and Southern Memory (University of 
Michigan Press, 2008), 2.  
62 Micki McElya, Clinging to Mammy: The Faithful Slave in the Twentieth Century (Harvard University 
Press, 2007), 255.  
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justify slavery’s denial of Black mothering and obfuscate Black women’s reproductive 

labor in slavery and after emancipation. Furthermore, Wallace-Sanders and McElya 

analyze a wide array of sources, like novels, children’s dolls, and monuments. Their 

interdisciplinary approaches provide a foundation for the kind of cultural history that I 

employ. 

Chapter Outline 

  The chapters that follow each examine mothering from a unique angle of 

Southern life, culture, or politics. Together, they will reveal a fully realized picture of 

mothering – one that shows how women experienced mothering in their everyday lives, 

how mothering was scientifically and medically theorized, how depictions of mothering 

were deployed to further antebellum political goals, and how antebellum mothering was 

publicly remembered in the postbellum South. 

Chapter One, “‘Missus Chewed Our Food for Us’: The Lived Experience of 

Infant Care,” investigates the quotidian structures and experiences of mothering on 

Southern farms and plantations. I argue that Southern infant care resulted in close 

physical and intimate contact between white and Black women and their children, but 

despite this closeness, women did not form relationships that transcended racial 

hierarchies. Instead, exploitative systems of infant care reinforced the racial and 

economic boundary between Black and white women. I demonstrate that enslavers so 

valued enslaved women’s productive labor that they denied them the ability to care for 

their own infants. When enslavers did permit enslaved women to perform reproductive 

labor, it was primarily in service of white women and their children. Histories of the 

everyday lives of enslaved women inform this chapter, like Wilma A. Dunaway’s 
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examination of enslavers’ “structural interference” over infant feeding, health issues, and 

infant-mother connection in The African-American Family in Slavery and 

Emancipation.63 Additionally, West and Knight’s argument about enslaved wet nursing in 

their article, “Mothers’ Milk,” – that “wet-nursing fostered both physical closeness and 

racial distance between enslaved and white women” – will serve as a basis for my own 

argument on mothering in this chapter.64 This chapter similarly builds on Knight’s 

argument that mistresses’ intrusions and interventions into the mothering of enslaved 

women actually “(re)constructed racialized hierarchies that stratified motherhood along 

the lines of race and class.”65 

 Chapter Two, “‘Blunted Affection and Filthy Habits’: Mothering, Medicine and 

Racial Science,” examines how racialized notions of gender were reproduced through 

nineteenth-century professional medicine and racial science. It argues that, in medical and 

phrenological texts, physicians and racial scientists codified “objective” and “scientific” 

inferiorities of Black women through women’s perceived differences in mothering 

practices and maternal instinct. These ideas reaffirmed the subsumption of Black 

womanhood to white womanhood in the racial and economic hierarchy of slavery. It also 

argues that discussions of “proper” mothering techniques in medical manuals served as 

 
63 Wilma A. Dunaway, The African-American Family in Slavery and Emancipation (Cambridge University 
Press, 2003), 125. 
64 West and Knight, “Mothers’ Milk,” 38. Some historians have argued that the extensive involvement of 
both Black and white women in Southern infant care fostered a community between these two groups. 
However, the prevailing notion amongst historians like West and Knight argues that racial and power 
dynamics structured periods of childbirth and infant care. This is the conversation my scholarship adds to. 
See Tanfer Emin Tunc for an example of an argument about “female solidarity” during pregnancy and 
childbirth. Tanfer Emin Tunc, “The Mistress, the Midwife, and the Medical Doctor: Pregnancy and 
Childbirth on the Plantations of the Antebellum American South, 1800-1860,” Women’s History Review 19, 
no. 3 (2010): 395-419. 
65 R. J. Knight, “Mistresses, Motherhood, and Maternal Exploitation in the Antebellum South,” Women’s 
History Review 27, no. 6 (2018): 990.  
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part of a larger gendered discourse through which white male physicians upheld an 

idealized normative womanhood that was based in domesticity and docility. This chapter 

adds to scholarship like that of Deirdre Cooper Owens and Sharla Fett that demonstrates 

the centrality of slavery and white supremacist thought to the growth of American 

professional medicine.66 

 Chapter Three, “‘Slavery Protects the Infants’: Mothering in Proslavery 

Ideology,” examines the Southern defense of slavery using proslavery literature published 

in the years leading up to the Civil War, demonstrating proslavery authors consistently 

utilized distorted depictions of mothering as justifications for slavery. This ideology, 

however, was paradoxical, as authors depicted Black women both as negligent mothers to 

their own children and as devoted, loyal caretakers to white children. This chapter 

elucidates how these inconsistencies in ideology served to uphold the gendered 

exploitation inherent to slavery. Drew Gilpin Faust has been an influential figure in the 

historiography of proslavery with the publication of A Sacred Circle (1977) and James 

Henry Hammond and the Old South (1982), as has Larry E. Tise with his work, 

Proslavery: A History of the Defense of Slavery in America, 1701-1840 (1987). Because 

gender is not a central analytical category in these works, this chapter aims to add to the 

historiography of proslavery thought through its gendered analysis. 

 Chapter Four, “‘Sympathy with Your Suffering Sister’?: Maternal Appeals, 

Abolitionism, and Women’s Rights,” examines abolitionist depictions of Black and white 

motherhood. It argues that abolitionist portrayals of enslaved women as mothers, while 

sympathetic, transformed them into spectacles for white women’s consumption, thus 

 
66 Owens, Medical Bondage; Sharla Fett, Working Cures: Healing, Health, and Power on Southern Slave 
Plantations (University of North Carolina Press, 2000), 4. 
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revealing the centrality of white women’s practical and ideological role in abolitionism. 

Black abolitionists, on the other hand, subtly challenged these one-dimensional 

depictions by representing mothering in slavery as fundamentally unfathomable to a 

white audience. This chapter also argues that white women’s treatment of Black mothers 

in abolitionism provided a framework of objectifying Black women that activists applied 

in the women’s rights movements. This chapter combines several lines of thought within 

the historiographies of abolition and women’s rights movement. Kristin Hoganson’s 

“Garrisonian Abolitionists and the Rhetoric of Gender, 1850-1860” and Kathleen 

Brown’s Undoing Slavery: Bodies, Race, and Rights in the Abolition have demonstrated 

that abolitionist representations of Black women as mothers that were “normatively 

gendered and sexed” helped garner sympathy for the cause.67 This chapter puts this 

historiography in conversation with the work of scholars who have uncovered the limits 

of that potential empathy, especially Saidiya Hartman’s Scenes of Subjection.  

 Chapter Five, “The Question of Memory: Postwar Depictions of the Old South,” 

examines competing traditions of cultural memory of slavery and the antebellum period, 

produced in the two decades after the end of the Civil War. I argue that mothering was a 

key vehicle through which late nineteenth-century Americans memorialized the 

antebellum South. This chapter firstly introduces the context of the postwar South, 

including shifts and continuities in gendered, racial, and labor systems after 

emancipation. It then examines white literary commemorations of faithful mammies and 

caring mistresses in the antebellum household. These depictions reaffirmed white 

 
67 Kristin Hoganson, “Garrisonian Abolitionists and the Rhetoric of Gender, 1850-1860,” American 
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women’s rightful place as the domestic leader over Black laborers, thus reproducing 

normative ideals of white and Black womanhood. I contrast white reminiscences with 

Black literary memory of slavery, which consistently depicted the cruelties that slavery 

had inflicted upon Black men and women, particularly in terms of reproductive labor. In 

the face of a cultural mythology that aimed to paint slavery as a positive good, Black men 

and women sought to shape the public memory of the antebellum period. This chapter 

builds upon the historiography dealing with Black women’s lives after the end of the 

Civil War, especially Sarah Haley’s No Mercy Here and Tera Hunter’s To ’Joy My 

Freedom: Southern Black Women’s Lives and Labors After the Civil War (1997).68 

 Together, these chapters demonstrate the centrality of mothering to the structure 

of American slavery and to antebellum politics, medicine, and culture. The labor of 

mothering shaped women’s everyday lives, and cultural, political, and scientific 

discourses were replete with ideas about infant care, maternal duty, and maternal instinct. 

These consistent and abounding expressions of mothering shaped the understandings of 

Black womanhood and white womanhood that the slaveholding patriarchal household 

relied upon. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
68 Jane Turner Censer’s The Reconstruction of White Southern Womanhood (2003) similarly examines the 
changes that the Civil War spurred in white Southern women’s daily lives. These works lend insight into 
the hierarchies that authors of literary reminiscences of slavery hoped to maintain or dismantle. Haley, No 
Mercy Here; Tera Hunter, To ’Joy My Freedom: Southern Black Women’s Lives and Labors After the Civil 
War (Harvard University Press, 1997); Jane Turner Censer, The Reconstruction of White Southern 
Womanhood, 1865-1895 (Louisiana State University Press, 2003). 
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Chapter One: “Missus Chewed Our Food for Us”: The Lived Experience of Infant 
Care 

 
 

In an interview with a government worker in the mid-1930s, Alex Woods related 

his memory of the realities of infant care during slavery. He stated: “Missus chewed our 

food for us, when we wus small. De babies wus fed wid sugar tits, and the food missus 

chewed. Deir suckled mothers suckled dem at dinner, an' den stayed in de field till the 

night.”1 Woods’s memory of this intimate practice between plantation mistress and 

enslaved child belies the common perception of slavery and its labor systems. However, 

this anecdote also effectively highlights the extent to which enslavers prioritized the 

productive labor of enslaved people, at the cost of enslaved women’s ability to raise their 

own children. Woods’s mistress appropriated his mother’s role as his caregiver to 

maximize the time she spent performing productive labor regardless of whether she had 

small children to care for. The image of rocking Woods to sleep in his mistress’s bed 

suggests a certain level of intimacy that blurred the racial boundaries between white and 

Black Southerners. However, this action actually reinforced the power hierarchy between 

enslaver and enslaved, as it allowed for the exploitation of the labor of Beckwith’s 

mother and the appropriation of her mothering abilities. While Woods’s description 

certainly does not encapsulate the experiences of every enslaved person, it sheds light 

into the complexities surrounding infant care on Southern plantations and the intimacies 

and racial boundaries it created. Infant care thus created a unique situation in which 

cross-racial intimacy reinforced forms of white womanhood and Black womanhood. 

 
1 Interview with Alex Woods, in Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers’ Project, 
1936-1938, Digital Collection, Library of Congress, Manuscript Division, 
at http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/snhtml/snhome.html, volume 11, North Carolina Narratives, Part 2, 
418. The interviews in this collection are hereafter cited by the name of the interviewee.  

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/snhtml/snhome.html
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This chapter will explore the lived experience of infant care performed by Black 

and white women in the antebellum South. Infant care on Southern farms and plantations 

was a vital aspect of slavery that shaped the experience of both enslavers and enslaved 

people. Despite the high infant and maternal mortality rates that characterized this period, 

both white and Black women regularly gave birth and raised large families.2 This chapter 

will demonstrate that infant care on Southern farms and plantations relied upon the 

interdependence of Black and white women. Black and white women were both 

intimately involved in the care of Black and white infants, which intertwined the lives 

and labors of these women. Despite this close contact, I argue that the intimacies between 

Black and white women that emerged through infant care strengthened the existing 

racialized boundary between them and worked to create and recreate ideas of race more 

largely.  

This chapter assesses how labor demands – both productive and reproductive – 

shaped mothering practices for Black and white women in the South. While enslavers 

valued the reproductive potential of enslaved women, I argue that, after enslaved women 

gave birth, enslavers regularly prioritized enslaved women’s productive potential in the 

fields. Consequently, slaveholders denied and appropriated enslaved women’s ability to 

perform reproductive labor for their own children. When enslavers did place value on 

enslaved women’s reproductive labor, it was for the purposes of reproducing the white 

family, not the enslaved family. As laborers subjected to “racialized gendered servitude,” 

enslaved women were forced to maintain white households and provide care for white 

 
2 Tanfer Emin Tunc, “The Mistress, the Midwife, and the Medical Doctor: Pregnancy and Childbirth on the 
Plantation South, 1800-1860,” Women’s History Review 19, no. 3 (2010): 397-398.  



 
 

34 

women and their children.3 While white women were culturally depicted as entirely 

devoted to their vocation as mothers, the reality was more complicated, as they routinely 

handed off mothering duties to enslaved women and children, who were a captive and 

exploitable workforce for them. The consistent exploitation of enslaved women by white 

women and men – in terms of both productive and reproductive labor – only reinforced 

the racial barrier between them. 

I analyze cross-racial intimacy and emotion within the context of antebellum 

paternalism. Enslavers frequently utilized paternalistic rhetoric in order to construct a 

notion of familial ties between white enslavers and Black enslaved laborers. While earlier 

historians have described paternalism as a mutually accepted familial, reciprocal 

relationship between enslavers and the enslaved, more contemporary works, notably 

Walter Johnson’s Soul by Soul, have emphasized that paternalism acted as a “mask” of 

benevolence and familial obligation that obscured the exploitation of slavery.4 In this 

way, I understand that some enslaved men and women’s articulations of intimacy and 

familial bonds with their enslavers resulted from this oft-repeated paternalistic rhetoric, 

rhetoric which did not indicate a genuine familial connection but instead worked to 

uphold the system of slavery.5 

 
3 Evelyn Nakano Glenn, Forced to Care: Coercion and Caregiving in America (Harvard University Press, 
2010), 26.  
4 See, for instance, Eugene Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1972). Eugene Genovese argued that paternalism was accepted and adopted by both white 
slaveholder and Black laborers, as their shared living conditions necessitated a recognition of slaves’ 
humanity. Enslavers thus constructed themselves as father figures to slaves as well as their children, 
creating a “special sense of family.” Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll, 74; Emily West, “Surviving Separation: 
Cross-Plantation Marriages and the Slave Trade in Antebellum South Carolina,” Journal of Family History 
24, no. 2 (1999): 69.  
5 Walter Johnson, Soul by Soul: Life Inside the Antebellum Slave Market (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1999), 111. 
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In recent decades, historians have recognized that enslavers demanded Black 

women’s productive and reproductive labor simultaneously. In Laboring Women, Jennifer 

Morgan contends, for instance, that “the effort of reproducing the labor force occurred 

alongside that of cultivating crops.”6 Emily West and R. J. Knight similarly acknowledge 

this tension between the two types of labor. They contend that the system of enslaved wet 

nursing reveals that “slaveholders prioritized female slaves’ dual roles of worker and 

reproducer at different points in time.”7 This chapter generally agrees with, but specifies 

this line of thought, as I argue that after childbirth, enslaved women’s role as workers 

more often trumped their roles as reproducers in the eyes of enslavers. Evelyn Nakano 

Glenn succinctly articulated this dynamic in Forced to Care: Coercion and Caregiving in 

America, stating, “Although [enslaved women’s] ability to bear children was valued, the 

mothering their own children and caring for kin was not.”8 This chapter certainly does 

not aim to downplay the importance of enslaved women’s reproductive lives to the nature 

of slavery, as historians like Morgan have demonstrated the centrality of reproduction, 

both real and imagined, to Atlantic slavery. However, I wish to highlight that enslaved 

women, once they had given birth, were denied the right to perform reproductive labor 

for their own families.  

I have divided this chapter into three sections, which will demonstrate the 

interdependence of infant care for Black and white Southern women. The first two 

sections focus primarily on the prioritization of enslaved women’s productive labor in the 

 
6 Jennifer Morgan, Laboring Women: Reproduction and Gender in New World Slavery (University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 145.  
7 Emily West and R. J. Knight, “Mothers’ Milk: Slavery, Wet-Nursing, and Black and White Women in the 
Antebellum South,” Journal of Southern History 83, no. 1 (2017): 64. See also R. J. Knight, “Mistresses, 
Motherhood, and Maternal Exploitation in the Antebellum South,” Women’s History Review 27, no. 6 
(2018): 992. 
8 Glenn, Forced to Care, 26.  
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fields. The first section explores the ways in which enslavers structured Black mothering 

on plantations. This structure was predicated on the denial of Black women’s ability to 

provide care for their own children, largely due to enslavers’ expectations of Black 

women’s output in the fields. To maximize enslaved women’s labor in the fields, 

enslavers limited women’s ability to breastfeed and outsourced infant care to other 

women. The second section explores ways in which enslavers appropriated mothering 

practices from Black women. Enslavers took on the care of Black infants themselves, 

again to fully exploit women’s productive labor, as well as to construct themselves as 

rightful and powerful patriarchs. The third section explores the prioritization of 

reproductive care in the white household, largely through the exploitation of enslaved 

women and children. White women consistently utilized enslaved women as carers for 

white infants, most notably as wet nurses for their newborns. Black women and Black 

children also commonly served as nurses for white infants, watching them during the day 

and rocking them to sleep at night.  

Systematizing Black Mothering  

On Southern farms and plantations, enslavers found productive and reproductive 

labor constantly at odds with their output goals. Though raising healthy enslaved infants 

added long-term value to enslavers’ estates, enslavers frequently opted to use women’s 

productive labor to meet the shorter-term labor demands of daily agricultural work. This 

prioritization of enslaved women’s labor in the fields influenced the mothering practices 

of both Black and white women, as it structured how, when, and from whom enslaved 

infants received care. The subjugation of enslaved women’s infant care to their 
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productive labor ultimately reinforced the racial subjugation of Black womanhood to 

white womanhood.  

In order maximize exploitation, enslavers attempted to systematize infant care on 

plantations, particularly on larger plantations. Enslavers held vested interest in the good 

health and survival of enslaved infants. As such, enslavers wrote rules for the care of 

these women and the labor they had to complete. The rules that enslavers wrote mostly 

dealt with reconciling infant care with the productive labor of enslaved women in the 

fields. Confinement periods, the periods of time women were relieved of field labor after 

childbirth, were a common topic of discussion and were generally standardized around 

four weeks. Enslavers generally considered four weeks off to be generous to enslaved 

women; one South Carolina planter compared the generosity of such a length of time to a 

“working woman who goes into a lying-in hospital in Europe” and “is usually dismissed 

on the eighth day.”9 After four weeks, women were responsible for completing labor in 

the fields and nursing their infants. On larger plantations, the establishment of a nursery 

was common, to which mothers would return to during the working day to breastfeed. On 

smaller farms and plantations, enslaved women carried their infants with them as they 

worked, or infants were brought to them in the fields as they worked.10 Planters regularly 

proclaimed (in writing) that nursing women should be given time off to breastfeed at least 

four times per day, as they “must be indulged more than others.”11 One, for example, 

asserted that nursing women “be kept as near the nursery as possible” and that they 

 
9 James O. Breeden, ed. Advice Among Masters: The Ideal in Slave Management in the Old South 
(Greenwood Press, 1980), 207.  
10 Breeden, Advice Among Masters, 38-39, 207-208, 285. See Damian Alan Pargas, “From the Cradle to the 
Fields: Slave Childcare and Childhood in the Antebellum South,” Slavery & Abolition 32, no. 4 (2011): 
477-478 for further discussion of the structure of infant care. 
11 Breeden, Advice Among Masters, 168.  
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sufficiently cool themselves before feeding so that they avoid breastfeeding when 

overheated.12 Others stated that nursing women should only do “light work” like spinning 

or sewing so that “they might be ready and in condition to nurse their babies.”13  

Enslavers bolstered their own perception of themselves through this “managerial 

benevolence.”14 One planter bragged about the survival of infants on his plantation, 

contending that because of his regulations around infants, he had “never lost a child . . . 

by accidents of any descriptions,” nor any “from teething, or the ordinary summer 

complaints.”15 Another Georgian slaveholder mandated that the care of enslaved women 

and their children “should be founded in mercy as well as justice.”16 However, these rules 

surrounding infant care emerged from enslavers’ attempts to maximize the exploitation of 

enslaved women as well as from their racist belief that Black women were inadequate 

mothers who would not properly care for their infants if not regulated. In his discussion 

of infant illness on plantations, one South Carolina planter asserted that “negroes are 

proverbially careless, thoughtless creatures, and it will require even the closest scrutiny 

on the part of the master to secure attention to the sick.”17 Another enslaver revealed his 

motivation for this regimentation: to “make [enslaved people], as property, conducive to 

[their] pecuniary interest.”18 

 
12 Breeden, Advice Among Masters, 205, 287. 
13 Thomas Affleck, “On the Hygiene of Cotton Plantations and the Management of Negro Slaves,” 
Southern Medical Reports: Consisting of General and Special Reports on the Medical Topography, 
Meteorology, and Prevalent Diseases of the Following States […] vol. 2, ed. E. D. Fenner (New Orleans: D. 
Davis, Son & Co., 1850), 435; Breeden, Advice Among Masters, 38-39. 
14 Johnson, Soul by Soul, 86. 
15 Breeden, Advice Among Masters, 283. 
16 Breeden, Advice Among Masters, 13. Italics in original. 
17 Breeden, Advice Among Masters, 285.  
18 Breeden, Advice Among Masters, 13. 



 
 

39 

Of course, enslavers’ personal documentation of infant care, and their belief in 

their generosity, did not reflect the everyday realities that enslaved women faced. The 

daily desire for maximum productive output, coupled with the systemic cruelty of the 

slave system, meant that enslavers regularly demonstrated more cruelty toward mothering 

women than their documented rules suggest. For instance, supposedly “lightened” 

workloads for nursing women were still physically demanding. Hannah Jones, for 

instance, stated that three days after her grandmother gave birth, “dey made her git up” 

and sew shirts for the son of the mistress, but “she was so sick and weak, some of de 

stitches was crooked.” Her mistress “ordered de over-seer to take her out and beat her 

‘bout it,” but the doctor advised against the beating because “she won’t do you no more 

good.”19 Jones’s anecdote not only demonstrates the outsized labor demands placed upon 

nursing enslaved women, but also the power of the mistress in enforcing those demands. 

Cato Carter similarly recalled the difficult spinning work that breastfeeding women were 

forced to complete. According to Carter, their labor quotas were “consid’ble hard on a 

woman when she had a frettin’ baby,” but if they did not complete their quota, “they’d git 

a whuppin’.”20 The “lightened” labor that nursing women were forced to complete 

impeded their ability to mother their children.  

Enslavers’ supposedly “generous” regimented rules surrounding infant care for 

enslaved women in the fields also harmed the nursing of Black infants. Betty Simmons 

recalled for instance, that “dey allus blow de horn for . . . mammies to come up and nuss 

de babies.”21 This kind of regimentation often did not give mothers adequate time to 

 
19 Hannah Jones, in Born in Slavery, volume 10, Missouri Narratives, 215.  
20 Cato Carter, in Born in Slavery, volume 16, Texas Narratives, Part 1, 205.  
21 Betty Simmons, in Born in Slavery, volume 16, Texas Narratives, Part 4, 23. 
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nurse. Celia Robinson explained that her mother knew she could not return to the fields 

and breastfeed in the fifteen minutes allowed by the overseer, so her mother would 

instead “go somewhere an' sit down an' pray de child would die.”22 The time permitted 

for breastfeeding was inadequate by design, demonstrating to enslaved women the 

devaluation of their mothering in favor of the maximization of their time exploitation.  

The blowing of a horn or the ringing of a bell to signify breastfeeding also 

represents the appropriation of mothering from Black women, as their choice as to when 

to feed their children was completely taken by enslavers. This kind of mandate 

necessarily defined Black women by their race and enslaved status, as white women did 

not face the same sort of regimentation in their own household; they were free to 

breastfeed their children when and where they saw fit. Ophelia Whitley aptly described 

the benefits of this kind of infant care for enslavers. Because the infants were raised by 

one woman so that their mothers could work, “de mammies ain’t even ‘member which 

wuz dere chilluns half de time, so dar wuz no mo’nin’ [moaning] when somebody got 

sold.”23 As Whitley suggests, enslavers not only maximized productive output, but also 

purposefully attempted to alienate mothers from their infants so that they could more 

easily separate them.  

Enslavers knew that physically harming nursing women – and preventing them 

from breastfeeding as long as they wanted – could potentially impact the health of 

enslaved infants. But, like all enslaved laborers, nursing women working in the fields 

were under constant threat of violence from their enslavers, who whipped them for failing 

to follow their schedule or produce enough output. Teshan Young, for instance, recalled 

 
22 Celia Robinson, in Born in Slavery, volume 11, North Carolina Narratives, Part 2, 218-219.  
23 Ophelia Whitley, in Born in Slavery, volume 11, North Carolina Narratives, Part 2, 373.  
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that her “mammy gits whupped one time 'cause she come from de fiel' for to nuss her 

baby.”24 Joe Clinton similarly relayed a story he recalled about an enslaved woman who 

had a young baby: “One day when Jessie come to de house to let dat baby suck, Mr. 

Harvey think she gone little too long. He give her a hard lashin’.”25 Fanny Johnson 

narrated a similar memory that if the overseer thought nursing women took too long to 

tend to their babies, the overseer would “come in an whip them out—out to the fields.”26 

The extent of this violence was sometimes not even believed by white WPA interviewees. 

The interviewer of Mollie Moss documented the end of her interview with the following 

anecdote: 

Aunt Mollie was beginning to ramble and babble in coherently, her memories of 
her own and the experiences of others all confused in her mind. When she had 
about finished a story about how one of the slave women, "bust de skull" of the 
head of her marster,' " 'cause she was nussin a sick baby an' he tell her she got to 
git out in dat field an hoe" and the gory details of what the shovel did to the white 
marster's head, it was time for the visitors to close the interview.27 
 

Mollie’s memory of this incident, though dismissed by her interviewer, reveals the 

resistance that enslaved women sometimes enacted in the face of such violence.  

On larger plantations, day-to-day care of enslaved infants was placed in the hands 

of other enslaved individuals. Enslavers so devalued Black mothering that they 

considered it as inherently fungible, easily replaced by another enslaved laborer. 

“Grannies,” or older enslaved women who could not complete field labor, often oversaw 

infant nurseries on large plantations. Joe Clinton explained such a schema: “Ole mars had 

a right good size house in dar 'mongst de quarters where dey kept all de babies en right 

 
24 Teshan Young, in Born in Slavery, volume 16, Texas Narratives, Part 4, 236.  
25 Joe Clinton, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 2, 31. 
26 Fanny Johnson, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 4, 86. 
27 Mollie Moss, in Born in Slavery, volume 15, Tennessee Narratives, 58-59.  
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young chillun whilst dey mammies workin' in de fields pickin' en hoein' time. Old 'Aunt 

Hannah', an old granny woman, she 'tend to all dem chillun.”28 On Martha Allen’s 

plantation, the cook was designated carer of infants, so “all de mammies [would] stick de 

babies in at de kitchen do on dere way ter de fiel’s.”29 Women other than mothers could 

be responsible for breastfeeding as well. Elizabeth Hines asserted that her sister “suckled 

me on her breast.”30 These kinds of systems represented a continued denial and 

manipulation of enslaved women’s mothering practices, as they could not control who 

cared for their children during the workday.  

This care was also often placed in the hands of children, who were too young to 

work in the fields with their parents. Agnes James, for instance, recalled that when she 

was young, she would “stay dere home en play about de yard en nurse my mamy’s baby 

while she was workin in de field.”31 John Brown explained the danger of such a labor 

scheme. When he was charged with the care of his brother when he was a child, he would 

lay the child down in the grass while he played or slept, and his brother would 

consequently be “covered with ants, or musquitos [sic], or blistered from the heat of the 

sun.”32 

Because the charge of babies was so often left in the care of children, enslaved 

women used creative tactics to help ensure the safety of their offspring. Silvia 

Witherspoon stated that her mother would tie the smallest of her baby siblings on her 

 
28 Joe Clinton, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 2, 32.  
29 Martha Allen, in Born in Slavery, volume 11, North Carolina Narratives, Part 1, 14.  
30 Elizabeth Hines, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 3, 273.  
31 Agnes James, in Born in Slavery, volume 14, South Carolina Narratives, Part 3, 10.  
32 John Brown, Slave Life in Georgia: A Narrative of Life, Sufferings, and Escape of John Brown, a 
Fugitive Slave, Now in England, ed. L. A. Chamerovzow (London: Published for the author, 1855), 3-4, 
Documenting the American South, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Library, 
https://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/jbrown/jbrown.html.  

https://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/jbrown/jbrown.html
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back while her mother labored in the fields “so’s I could play widout no 

inconvenience.”33 Similarly, Mary Smith recalled that her mother “uster pin a piece of fat 

back on my dres’ before she went to de fiel,’” and when her baby sibling cried, she “tek 

him up and let ‘em suck ‘em.”34 Joe Barnes recalled a crude way of occupying infants 

while nursing women labored in the field: “dey give de little ones bacon to suck and tie 

de string to de bacon and de other round dey wrists, so dey won’t swallow or lose de 

bacon.”35 Fashioning these kinds of makeshift pacifiers demonstrates the resourcefulness 

of enslaved women in the face of the exploitation of their labor, as they sought to provide 

proper care for their infants as best as possible in their absence. The care that enslaved 

children could provide was necessarily inadequate, however. In describing her own 

experience caring for infants, Sallie Crane aptly demonstrated the inefficacy of children 

nurses: 

They had so many babies ‘round there I couldn’t keep up with them. I was just a 
young girl and I couldn’t keep track of all them chilen. While I was turned to one, 
the other would get off. When I looked for that one, another would be gone. Then 
they would whip me all day for it.36 
 

Crane’s anecdote demonstrates that enslavers enacted abuse against children for being 

unable to provide this care. This system was not a suitable substitute for the care that 

enslaved women could have provided, but, again, it was implemented by enslavers to 

maximize productive labor output. 

White Appropriation of Black Mothering  

 
33 Silvia Witherspoon, in Born in Slavery, volume 1, Alabama Narratives, 429. 
34 Mary Smith, in Born in Slavery, volume 4, Georgia Narratives, Part 3, 287.  
35 Joe Barnes, in Born in Slavery, volume 16, Texas Narratives, Part 1, 46.  
36 Sallie Crane, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 2, 53. 
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As Alex Woods’s anecdote in the introduction elucidated, enslavers sometimes 

provided care and nurture for Black infants, a system which seemingly contradicts the 

racial and economic logic of slavery. However, slaveholders appropriated a number of 

aspects of Black mothering for both ideological and practical reasons. Ideologically, the 

demonstration of control over the Black infant care affirmed enslavers’ power over 

enslaved individuals, reinforcing their view of themselves as the rightful, paternalistic 

leaders of the household. Practically, enslavers sometimes cared for Black infants so that 

their mothers would not have to leave their positions in the field to feed them. In this 

way, white care of Black infants actually sustained the institution of slavery.  

Enslavers’ exploitation of enslaved women’s mothering practices began 

immediately after the birth of their children, with the naming of the children. The naming 

process of children held cultural meaning in the antebellum South, as the process is 

documented in depth in white women’s archival papers. Rebecca Haywood Hall, for 

example, wrote extensively of the naming process of her daughter Ida, listing her likes 

and dislikes and the inspirations for her choice, including “a young and handsome lady 

called Ida seated at the Piano” and “an excellent little work written by Mrs Hofland 

author of the Officers Widow.”37 Another woman wrote to her pregnant sister-in-law that 

she “must write” about “what name you have selected if a boy and what if a girl,” as it 

was “good luck to name it before the event take place.”38 White women clearly 

 
37 Rebecca Haywood Hall to Eliza Eagles Haywood, September 23, 1840, Ernest Haywood Collection of 
Haywood Family Papers, 1752-1967, box 18, folder 160, Louis Round Wilson Special Collections Library, 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  
38 Maria Allen to Margaret Allen, May 12, 1851, George Washington Allen Papers, 1832-1932, folder 3, 
Louis Round Wilson Special Collections Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  
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considered naming a significant aspect of the mothering process, and they appropriated 

this aspect of motherhood from enslaved women.  

White women and men not only appropriated the ability of enslaved women and 

men to name their own children, but they also often chose names that directly reminded 

enslaved people of their enslavers. Ella Johnson, for example, related that her “mother’s 

name was Sylvia Grissom,” and that her “mother’s mistress was named Sylvia Grissom 

too,” as “all of us was named after the white folks.”39 Martha Colquitt and Betty Curlett 

also recalled being named for their mistresses.40 David Goodman Gullins claimed that 

white women involved their friends in the naming of enslaved infants, recalling that 

“Mistress had a lot of company, and all the ladies wanted to name the new baby for their 

best friends.”41 Similarly, Mary Emily Amis Hooper wrote in her memoir that her “father 

was in the habit of naming the negro babies in this plantation after the hero and heroine 

of some novel he was reading.”42 This practice served to further reinforce the racial, 

social, and economic superiority of enslavers, as it naturalized the authority of enslavers 

and “underscored the slaveholder’s primacy over the mother’s.”43 The naming of white 

children was equally important in the maintenance of this racial-economic system, as 

enslavers forced enslaved people to address white infants as their superiors. George 

Womble told his WPA interviewer that on the day after the birth of an enslavers’ child, 

enslaved people were required to line up, bow their heads and address the baby as 

 
39 Ella Johnson, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 4, 77.  
40 Martha Colquitt, in Born in Slavery, volume 4, Georgia Narratives, Part 1, 246; Betty Curlett, in Born in 
Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 2, 73.  
41 David Goodman Gullins, Georgia Narratives, Part 2, 80-81. 
42 “Mary (‘Mamie’) Emily Amis Hooper Memoir,” Elizabeth Amis Cameron Blanchard Papers, box 18, 
folder 148, Louis Round Wilson Special Collections Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  
43 Knight, “Mistresses, Motherhood, and Maternal Exploitation,” 997. 
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“Young Marster” or “Young Mistress” as it was walked past them.44 Names and their 

selection thus functioned from infancy as a means to maintain racial and economic 

hierarchy.  

Enslavers sometimes documented enslaved people’s births and ages in their own 

records, but they took away enslaved people’s ability to document their own children’s 

birthdays and ages. Preventing enslaved children and parents from knowing their age was 

a fundamental form of dehumanization in slavery. Moses Jeffries’s testimony insightfully 

demonstrates this racialization, as he stated, “My age was kept with the cattle. As a rule, 

you know, slaves were chattels.”45 This method of record-keeping reinforced the notion 

that the births of enslaved infants, like the births of cattle, were unremarkable beyond the 

increase of enslavers’ capital.  

The appropriation of this record-keeping encroached on an essential aspect of 

mothering for enslaved women. Jeffries, for example, recalled that “out of thirteen 

children, my mother could only remember the age of one.”46 Dinah Perry similarly told 

her WPA interviewer that she did not know what year she was born because “a chile can’t 

tell what year he was bawn ‘less they tells him and they sure didn’t tell me.”47 White 

women were directly involved in this appropriation along with slaveholding men. Cheney 

Cross claimed that “iffen anybody in de world” knew her age, “it was my young 

mistis.”48 The ability to document their experiences of childbirth certainly reinforced the 

racial boundary between white women and Black women, as white women’s ability to 

 
44 George Womble, in Born in Slavery, volume 4, Georgia Narratives, Part 4, 191.  
45 Moses Jeffries, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 4, 38.  
46 Moses Jeffries, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 4, 38.  
47 Dinah Perry, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 5, 320.  
48 Cheney Cross, in Born in Slavery, volume 1, Alabama Narratives, 97.  
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know children’s birthdays reinforced the idea that white women were better, more 

attentive mothers.49 Enslaved mothers sometimes found means of resistance to subvert 

this form of dehumanization. Henry Clay Bruce contended that enslaved mothers 

associated the births of their children with “the occurrence of some important event,” like 

“the death of some prominent man, the marriage of one of the master’s children, or some 

notable historical event.”50 In doing so, enslaved women worked against slavery’s 

dehumanization by reclaiming an aspect of mothering. 

If enslaved women were unable to relay their children’s ages to them, the 

exploitation that those children and their mothers faced sometimes served as a way for 

formerly enslaved adults to estimate their age. Dicey Thomas, for instance, told her WPA 

interviewer that she was unsure of her age because “the White folks kept the ages, and 

that was something they didn’t allow the slaves to handle.” She figured that she “must 

have been four or five years old when [her] mother was in the field” because she “wasn’t 

allowed to take the baby out of the cradle but just to sit and rock it.”51 The physical labor 

that enslaved women were forced to complete, and the reproductive labor that enslaved 

children completed in their absence, thus allowed Thomas to estimate her age. Similarly, 

Margaret Bryant asked her interviewer if they knew “Marse Allard age,” because “me 

 
49 For examples of white women’s documentation of their experiences giving birth, see, for example, 
Penelope Eliza Howard Alderman Diary, 1851-1856. Collection #4479-z, folder 1. The Louis Round 
Wilson Special Collections Library. University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill; Diary, in Eliza Ann Marsh 
Robertson Papers, 1843-1872. Collection #1181-z, folder 2. The Louis Round Wilson Special Collections 
Library. University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill; Diary, in Caroline Brooks Lilly Diary and Account 
Book. Collection #4530, box 2, folder 10. The Louis Round Wilson Special Collections Library. University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  
50 Henry Clay Bruce, The New Man. Twenty-Nine Years a Slave. Twenty-Nine Years in Freedom (York, PA: 
P. Anstadt & Sons, 1895), 11, Documenting the American South, University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill Library, https://docsouth.unc.edu/fpn/bruce/bruce.html. 
51 Dicey Thomas, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 5, 289.  
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and Marse Allard suck together.”52 Her mother’s labor as a wet nurse gave Bryant insight 

into her own age, revealing the multifaceted nature of the exploitation of enslaved women 

and their children. 

As the first section showed, enslavers placed high value on the completion of 

enslaved women’s labor in the fields. Consequently, slaveholding women sometimes 

appropriated the mothering practices of enslaved women to maximize their productive 

labor. To ensure the fullest exploitation of enslaved women’s productive labor, some 

slaveholding women raised Black children while their mothers labored in the field. John 

Beckwith, for example, claimed that his mistress oversaw the care of enslaved infants 

“so’s de mammies could wuck.”53 This system of care was more common on smaller 

farms and plantations, where there was a less regimented daily labor system with no 

systematized nurseries. Beckwith, for instance, recalled that his family labored with 

approximately twenty other enslaved people. This system ensured that enslaved mothers 

completed the full extent of their physical labor, and it also appropriated the rights of 

enslaved women to raise their own children. Mistresses also took such action for their 

own best interest. The mother of Rachel Perkins died when she was three days old, and 

she recalled that her mistress “took me to raise me fur a house girl.”54 In this way, 

mistresses mothered enslaved infants in order to shape them into ideal laborers.  

White women sometimes even breastfed Black infants on smaller farms and 

plantations where slave nurseries were not established. Sim Greeley, for example, 

declared that “Miss Viny Cannon suckled me and her son Henry at de same time, me on 

 
52 Margaret Bryant, in Born in Slavery, volume 14, South Carolina Narratives, Part 1, 4.  
53 John Beckwith, in Born in Slavery, volume 11, North Carolina Narratives, Part 1, 88. 
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one knee and Henry on t’other.”55 This image certainly contradicts the more prevalent 

cultural image of Black wet nurses for white children, but some white women did 

breastfeed enslaved children in order to maximize Black women’s productive labor. 

Bessie Lawsom, for example, invoked memories of her relationship with her mistress. 

Because Lawsom was “sickly” and her enslavers needed her mother “to work in the crop 

so bad,” her mistress nursed both Lawsom and her own son simultaneously.56 Charlie 

Norris also stated that his mistress “would suckle me when my mother was out workin’ 

and then my mother would suckle her daughter.”57 Clayton Holbert described a similar 

practice in which his mistress “would nurse both me and her baby,” when his mother was 

“busy cooking.” He then continued: “If it happened the other way around, my mother 

would nurse both of us. They didn’t think anything about it.”58 The casual nature of this 

labor scheme reveals the ease with which white women appropriated enslaved women’s 

mothering practices. It is important to note that this system of labor was not reciprocal. 

Enslaved laborers were never left to rest or recover while enslavers picked up labor in the 

fields or in the home, for instance. Instead, the system of care worked to maximize Black 

women’s labor exploitation and reinforce white women’s racial superiority over them.  

The image of a white mistress breastfeeding Black infants evokes a strong 

connotation of intimacy across racial lines. Cross-racial breastfeeding certainly 

sometimes fostered emotional intimacy between enslaved children and white mistresses 

on an individual level. Lizzie Barnett’s testimony certainly elucidates this kind of 

relationship. She declared that she was “Miss Fanny’s child,” and then elaborated, “Why 

 
55 Sim Greeley, in Born in Slavery, volume 14, South Carolina Narratives, Part 2, 190.  
56 Bessie Lawsom, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 4, 244. 
57 Charlie Norris, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 5, 219. 
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wouldn’t I love her when I sucked titty from her breast when my mammy was working in 

the field? I shore did love Miss Fanny.”59 Other aspects of care also fostered these 

intimate connections, especially because mistresses constructed themselves as maternal 

figures to enslaved children.60 Dan Smith, for example, recalled his mother could not stop 

his brother from sucking his thumb, and his mistress fetched quinine for the baby to solve 

the issue. Beckwith reminisced that his mistress “rock me ter sleep an’ put me ter bed in 

her own bed.” Plomer Harshaw also asserted that because her mother died right after her 

birth, her mistress “raised me like I was her own child.”61 

Multiple WPA interviewees recalled themselves or their relatives being “raised 

together” with their enslavers, suggesting that they considered themselves in some sort of 

kinship with their enslavers because of this cross-racial care.62 For instance, Molly 

Hudgens remembered that her father’s mistress raised her father, forging a decades-long 

bond between them. Hudgens’s father even encouraged his children to refer to the 

mistress as “Grandma.”63 Enslavers often encouraged enslaved laborers like Barnett to 

think of themselves as “family” on the plantation, and real feelings of intimacy for both 

enslavers and the enslaved may have been fostered through familial words and actions. 

These feelings may have certainly helped enslaved people and enslavers alike cope with 

 
59 Lizzie Barnett, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 1, 113. 
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62 Bessie Lawsom, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 4, 244. 
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the oppressive conditions of slavery, allowing enslaved people to resist their own 

dehumanization.  

However, the fostering of paternalistic emotional ties between enslavers and 

enslaved people also served as a form of manipulation that encouraged complicity and 

obedience in enslaved individuals. This formation of intimacy, in turn, worked to 

facilitate the exploitation of enslaved women’s labor and the denial of their mothering. 

Indeed, the embrace of enslaved people into the white “family” directly benefited white 

interests. Peter Wheeler, for instance, narrated how he came to live in his enslavers’ 

household:  

Mistress happened to have a child the same time I was born, and the little feller 
died. So she sent to Dinah my mother, and got me to nuss her, when I was only 
eight days old. Well, arter I'd got weaned, and was about a year old, mother 
comes to mistress, and says she, 'Mistress, have you got through with my baby?' 
'No,' says Mistress, 'no Dinah, I mean to bring him up myself.' And so she kept 
me . . . and so I lived in master’s family almost jist like his own children.64 
 

Having been raised in his enslavers’ household, Wheeler considered them kind and 

generous familial figures; he “cried when mistress died,” as she had been “kind to me, 

and loved me,” and he in turn loved her.65 These positive feelings, however, were only 

able to be cultivated because of his separation from his mother’s care. His mistress 

needed no further justification for the removal of Peter from his mother besides her desire 

to raise him. She could “keep him” with impunity. R. J. Knight argues that “raising” 

 
64 Peter Wheeler, Chains and Freedom: Or, The Life and Adventures of Peter Wheeler, a Colored Man Yet 
Living. A Slave in Chains, a Sailor on the Deep, and a Sinner at the Cross, ed. Charles Edwards Lester 
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enslaved children in the white household taught them to “align with their slaveholder 

above their kin,” fundamentally disrupting Black familial ties.66 

Indeed, despite this close cross-racial contact between white women and Black 

infants, the appropriation of infant care often resulted from the racist idea that enslaved 

women were inadequate mothers as compared to white women. James Bolton’s testimony 

plays into this trope, as he claimed that during slavery, “Mistess tuk care of all the 

n***** babies borned on our plantations and look atter they mammies too,” but after 

emancipation, a “heap of n***** babies died out.”67 Effie Graves’s documentation of her 

own slaveholding family and their treatment of enslaved people demonstrate this trope. 

Graves recalled that after enslaved woman Tamar gave birth to an infant, her mother 

“took personal charge of him, bathing and dressing him with her hands . . . until other 

capable hands could take her place.” This suggests that Tamar was necessarily incapable 

of caring for her own child. Graves related this story “only to show the affectionate 

relation between mistress and slave,” demonstrating an apt example of the paternalistic 

rhetoric which enslavers propagated.68 The care of Black infants by mistresses, often 

characterized by mistresses as loving and intimate, reaffirmed the racist notion that white 

women properly embodied the maternal nature of womanhood.  

As these previous two sections have shown, enslaved women were prevented 

from mothering their children in a number of crucial ways. They were not guaranteed 

authority over their children’s names or the documentation of their age. They could not 

breastfeed their own children when they saw fit, and they could be whipped for such an 
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act. White women could also co-opt this practice from them to ensure they stay in the 

fields.69 The productive labor of enslaved women thus completely shaped the way that 

their infants received care, and that care only reaffirmed their inferior status in the 

Southern white supremacist patriarchal social structure.  

Reproducing the White Family  

Enslavers measured the worth of enslaved women not only by their productivity 

in the fields, but also by their labor in the white household, including cleaning, cooking, 

and childcare. In this way, once women gave birth and added progeny to enslavers’ 

property value, their reproductive labor was most valuable insofar as it worked to 

maintain the white family. White mothers had no qualms about outsourcing aspects of 

this labor to enslaved women, and so the mothering demands of white women shaped the 

labor of enslaved women in a number of ways. The preservation of white children was 

incredibly important to planters, as they hoped to pass on their land and legacy to their 

children. The good health of white infants served as a way for slaveholders to ensure that 

their posterity would maintain the racial and economic hierarchy of slavery.  

The identity of white women in the nineteenth century was informed heavily by 

motherhood. White women’s societal purpose stemmed from their role in the private 

sphere, specifically their childbearing and child-rearing abilities. Because of this cultural 

expectation, white Southern women sometimes expressed anxiety and disappointment 

over giving birth to girls. Elizabeth Scott Neblett’s thoughts in her personal 

correspondence and journal lend critical insight into the limitations of white womanhood 

during this period. She wrote in a letter that she was “so sorry, so grieved” that she did 
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including conception and pregnancy, see Knight, “Mistresses, Motherhood, and Maternal Exploitation.” 



 
 

54 

not give birth to a boy, as it was a “great damper to [her] joy” after the baby was born.70 

Neblett also noted in her diary that her friend gave birth and told Neblett “that she done 

better” than her; Neblett did not know whether this meant that her friend had a better 

birthing experience, or if it was “because she has a boy.”71 She also described the “great 

deal of trouble” her baby afforded her, and complained that “it was awful enough for her 

to be a girl,” but with her behavior she could “take no pleasure in her.” She then 

lamented:  

If mine had been a boy, I could feel that all my suffering had not been in vain, that 
my boy might prove a prop to my old age, & be a source of pride & honor to me, 
but this poor little, dependent, diseased or unnatural girl, may prove a great source 
of shame & grief  than any thing else that could befall.72 
 
As a white woman, Neblett’s dissatisfaction with bearing a girl lends critical 

insight into the white Southern patriarchal system. A girl could not lend Neblett the same 

“pride and honor” because women could not become professional or personal leaders. 

Neblett’s words about her daughter demonstrate her complicity in this system. She 

internalized and reaffirmed the idea that birthing a daughter was disgraceful, as women 

ended up “dependent, diseased, or unnatural.” Neblett felt those limitations personally, 

writing, “I can never gain worldly honors. Fame can never be mine. I am a woman!”73 

Her own experience with patriarchal limitations led her to accept and perpetuate, rather 

than buck, patriarchal ideals. She summarized her early experience with mothering in the 

following grievance to her husband: “But you will never thank me, no body [sic] will, for 
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raising her & what is worse than all, she will thank me less than any one [sic] if she 

reaches womanhood.”74 

White women also expressed anxiety during periods of mothering because of the 

various labor demands in the household. Caroline Brooks Lilly, for instance, wrote that 

she had many household duties to complete, including “making sausages,” “putting away 

lard,” and “sewing for the Negroes.”75 The fundamental difference between these labor 

demands and that of enslaved women, however, was white women’s ability to choose 

how they allocated their time between mothering and other labor. Indeed, Lilly wrote that 

“nursing [her] babes occupies so much of [her] time” that she does “but little work;” 

another day she related that because her twins “cried less,” she could lend attention to her 

“domestic concerns.”76 Eliza Marsh Robertson similarly documented that she was so 

occupied with nursing her sick infant, that “Johnny has not let me do much sewing.”77 In 

this way, while white women did feel pressure to perform reproductive labor while 

nursing, they could prioritize the health and welfare of their children at the cost of the 

completion of other labor.  

Crucially, white women could and did rely on the labor of enslaved workers 

during their periods of mothering to complete productive and reproductive labor. The 

work of enslaved workers did not necessarily relieve white women of all their own labor, 

especially in the case of smaller households with only a few enslaved laborers. For 

instance, even though Lilly documented that the care of her children continued to 
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“occupy a large portion” of her time, she also stated that “nearly all” of enslaved 

woman’s Charlotte’s time was “occupied in nursing my little babies.”78 When nursing her 

sick infant, Henrietta Baker Embree recorded that enslaved woman Aggie was up with 

her through the night helping administer medicine.79 Rebecca Haywood Hall wrote to her 

sister that she was “obliged to be nursing” during the day, “except what help I can get 

from Judy,” who also had to “cook, and do many other things.”80 Years prior, Hall also 

lamented that she was not able to answer her husband’s letter sooner because “the Baby 

was exceedingly fretful and all the servants were busily engaged in preparing for a 

Party.”81 While mothers still felt overwhelmed by the labor demands of their infants and 

their households, they could consistently rely on enslaved laborers to help lighten their 

workload.  

A common duty that white women assigned to enslaved women in caring for their 

infants was perhaps the most intimate: breastfeeding. As has been previously mentioned, 

enslaved wet nursing was a common practice in the antebellum South. Historians in 

recent decades have recognized this practice as a “site of exploitation for enslaved 

women within the broader context of the antebellum slave regime.”82 Stephanie Jones-

Rogers’s exploration of the enslaved wet nurse market reveals the systemization of this 

labor, which “transformed the ability to suckle into a skilled form of labor,” as well as 
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79 “Aunt Hen’s Diary,” Henrietta Baker Embree Diary, 1856-1861, box 2Q505, Dolph Briscoe Center for 
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white women’s “instrumental” involvement in these market transactions.83 Indeed, 

though many white women did breastfeed their children, many became ill after childbirth, 

which often hampered their ability to breastfeed.84 Sarah Greene Davis Amis, for 

example, described an infection she developed when her breast got “so sore” that she was 

“confined to my bed for a week at a time, with chills & fevers.”85 In these cases, white 

women could utilize enslaved women to take over the physical labor of breastfeeding.  

In cases in which white women were physically able to breastfeed, they may still 

have chosen to utilize wet nurses. According to Rachel Sullivan, “all de white ladies had 

wet nusses in dem days.”86 In her reminiscences of the antebellum South as the daughter 

of a Southern planter, Belle Kearney acknowledged the household labor that a white 

Southern woman performed, but asserted that “the black ‘mammy’ relieved her of the 

actual drudgery of child-worry.”87 Indeed, white women could turn to Black women on 

an informal basis, when they were overwhelmed by their labor and nursing duties. 

Rebecca Haywood, for example, “had to nurse” her child “all the time” except in times 

when she turned that duty over to enslaved laborer Judy, “who seems very willing.”88 In 

her WPA interview, Mattie Logan elucidated the utility of this practice for her mistress, as 

having an enslaved wet nurse “didn’t keep her tied to the place and she could visit around 
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with her friends most any time she would ‘thout having to worry if the babies would be 

fed or not.”89 WPA interviewees regularly recalled this practice in their testimony. Cyntha 

Jones, for instance, claimed that her mother “suckled every one” of her enslaver’s 

children. Mattie Logan similarly asserted that all of her mistress’s and her mother’s 

children were born “so close together it wasn’t no trouble at all for mammy to raise the 

whole kaboodle of them.”90 Logan’s articulation that the practice “wasn’t no trouble” for 

her mother reveals the prevalence of the practice on plantations—from Logan’s 

perspective as an enslaved child, this practice seemed logical and normal.  

White women considered enslaved women with children less valuable as laborers, 

as enslaved women’s worth was ultimately measured by their ability to provide care for 

enslavers’ children, not their own. The care of white infants so thoroughly depended on 

the labor of enslaved women that mistresses felt distress when laborers attended to other 

duties. The time that enslaved women spent caring for their own infants, especially in 

smaller households with few enslaved laborers and no established nursery system, proved 

problematic for some white women. Sarah Greene Davis Amis wrote that she was “in 

quite a dilemma” about her child’s nurse because the nurse was pregnant, and Amis could 

“scarcely do without her.”91 In an 1840 letter, Amis wrote that she was “so engaged in 

nursing” and that there was “no-one to relieve me whilst I could take a few moments 

repose.” She then explained that enslaved woman Lethe’s child “is a great trouble to me” 

because Lethe “is not worth half so much to me since she had it,” as she “is obliged” to 
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care for it throughout the day.92 Similarly, when Henrietta Baker Embree and enslaved 

woman Aggie were both occupied with their own infants, Embree bemoaned the labor of 

nursing, writing, “Oh for a nurse I say! Oh for a nurse!!”93 Thus, in cases when enslaved 

women were permitted to take time to mother their children, white women considered it 

detrimental to their own lives.  

In most cases, though, enslavers did not allow enslaved women to tend to their 

own children as they saw fit. The labor that Black wet nurses performed consequently 

often impeded Black women’s ability to mother their own children, and these labor 

demands of enslaved women ensured the subordination of Black infant care to white 

infant care. When enslavers did not allow enslaved women to tend to their own children 

privately, formerly enslaved people recalled “battles between the two babies” when 

enslaved women were forced to breastfeed white babies along with Black babies.94 

William McWhorter similarly recalled the experience of an enslaved woman who was 

forced to breastfeed her enslaver’s child along with her own; he “would snatch her baby 

up by the legs and spank him, and tell Aunt Mary to go on an nuss his baby fust.” Mary 

“couldn’t answer him a word,” but McWhorter’s mother recalled seeing Mary “cry ‘til de 

tears met under her chin,” revealing the emotional turmoil of this practice on enslaved 

women.95 Katie Sutton recalled, “my mammy was good to me but she had to spend so 

much of her time at humoring the white babies and taking care of them that she hardly 

ever got to sing her own babies to sleep,” effectively demonstrating the simultaneous 
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prioritization of Black women’s labor for the white family and the devaluation of Black 

women’s mothering of their own children.96  

WPA interviewees recalled the cross-racial intimacy that enslaved wet nursing 

could foster. Isaac Martin, for instance, asserted that his mother breastfed her enslaver’s 

child “jis’ like he her own baby and he allus t’ink lots of her. After he a growed up man 

he uster bring her presents lots of times.”97 Similarly, Mary Reynolds related that her 

mistress died and so her mother breastfed her mistress’s child along with her. She 

described the lasting impact of this practice, as “Miss Sara allus looked with kindness” 

upon her mother and “loved [Reynolds] so good,” as the nursing was “a thing we ain’t 

never forgot.”98 The familial emotions that cross-racial wet nursing cultivated could be 

significant on the part of enslavers and enslaved people, as Martin and Reynolds 

demonstrate.  

However, the enslavers of Martin and may have shown them affection and 

preferential treatment to them to reinforce their loyalty and subservience. Indeed, despite 

this physical and emotional intimacy, the practice of enslaved wet nursing was 

fundamentally derived from the exploitative nature of slavery. The forced physical act of 

wet nursing was a reminder of enslaved women’s racial inferiority to white women, 

whose status afforded them the opportunity to outsource this labor to other women. White 

women’s choice to breastfeed or to call upon a wet nurse bolstered their racialized 

identity over Black women. Vergil Jones’s testimony demonstrates this simultaneous 

 
96 Katie Sutton, in Born in Slavery, volume 5, Indiana Narratives, 193.  
97 Isaac Martin, in Born in Slavery, volume 16, Texas Narratives, Part 3, 60.  
98 Mary Reynolds, in Born in Slavery, volume 16, Texas Narratives, Part 3, 236-237.  
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intimacy and subordination, as he stated that his mother nursed him and his enslaver’s 

child, R. T., “from the same breast,” and Jones “worked for R. T. till he died.”99   

 Along with enslaved women, white women also commonly called upon enslaved 

children to act as nurses for their infants. Kittie Stanford recalled, “One day when I was 

ten years old, my old mistress take me over to her daughter and say ‘I brought you a little 

n***** gal to rock de cradle.”100 This care most often took place in the house of 

enslavers. Frances Kemble observed that “almost every planter’s wife” had “one or more 

little pet blacks sleeping like puppy-dogs in their very bedchamber.”101 Mary Divine’s 

memory elucidated the seeming absurdity of a system that placed the care of children in 

the hands of children. She stated that she had to nurse her enslaver’s baby starting when 

she was three years old, and “de baby was most big as me.”102  

The assumption that it was a privilege to work in the enslavers’ house, rather than 

in the fields, remains popular among the general public. However, these children faced 

difficult labor in poor conditions. Katie Darling, for instance recalled that as a child 

nurse, she “stays in the house with ‘em and slep’ on a pallet on the floor.”103 Ellen Betts 

further described the difficulties of nursing: “I don't do nothin' all my days, but nuss, 

nuss, nuss. I nuss so many chillen it done went and stunted my growth and dat's why I 

ain't nothin' but bones to dis day.”104 White women thus relied on enslaved children to 

perform the arduous labor of nursing. 

 
99 Vergil Jones, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 4, 169.  
100 Kittie Stanford, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 6, 214.  
101 Frances Kemble, Journal of a Residence on a Georgian Plantation in 1838-1839 (New York, Harper & 
Brothers, 1863), 25-26.  
102 Mary Divine, in Born in Slavery, volume 10, Missouri Narratives, 103.  
103 Katie Darling, in Born in Slavery, volume 16, Texas Narratives, Part 1, 278.  
104 Ellen Betts, in Born in Slavery, volume 16 Texas Narratives, Part 1, 76. 
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Indeed, white women were able to outsource the less desirable aspects of 

mothering to enslaved children, while still maintaining the social identity of proper 

mothers. White women employed Black children so that they could either attend to their 

own labors or, commonly, sleep through the night. George Womble told his WPA 

interviewer that he was sometimes unable to sleep at all during the night “as he had to 

keep one hand on the baby crib to keep it from crying.”105 Mistresses were often in the 

same room, or closely located in the house when children performed this care. This close 

contact could foster interracial intimacy between the white family and enslaved children. 

Mary Divine, for instance, proclaimed that the baby she cared for “was crazy ‘bout me, 

[and] I loved it, too.”106 However, this close contact also allowed for close supervision 

and discipline of the enslaved children by enslavers. Interviewees recalled their 

mistresses immediately running in from another room when they supposedly mishandled 

the baby.107 Annie B. Boyd related the consequences of this physical closeness, as she 

described her daily labor as a child: 

After nussing de baby en tending ter de uther chilluns all de day ar night wen I put 
de baby ter bed I hed ter knit two round ebery night en would be sleepy en my 
missus would reach ober en jab a pin in me to keep me awake. Now dat is what I 
calls a mean woman.108 
 

Boyd’s anecdote also reveals the kinds of household labor, like knitting, that children 

were forced to complete in addition to nursing her enslavers’ children.  

WPA interviewees consistently recalled the details of incidents of violence that 

their mistresses inflicted. Mattie Fannen, for instance, declared that because she “nursed 

 
105 George Womble, in Born in Slavery, volume 4, Georgia Narratives, Part 4, 181.  
106 Mary Divine, in Born in Slavery, volume 10, Missouri Narratives, 103.  
107 Eliza Frazier, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 2, 340-341.  
108 Annie B. Boyd, in Born in Slavery, volume 7, Kentucky Narratives, 58.  
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for a long time,” she “don’t like children yet on that account,” as she “got so many 

whoopings on their blame.”109 Dinah Cunningham claimed that the “onliest whippin’” 

she endured was when she “had de baby on de floor on a pallet and rolled over on it,” as 

the baby “make a squeal like she was much hurt and mistress come in a hurry.” Her 

mistress rationalized this whipping with a biblical phrase, “spare de rod and spoil de 

child.”110 Cunningham’s mistress’s evocation of this phrase suggests that she claimed a 

parental role to Cunningham, which then worked to justify both the labor and the 

violence that Cunningham faced. Hector Godbold similarly recalled that when he 

dropped his mistress’s baby, she “just put me head under her foot en beat me dat way.”111 

 White women used violence against enslaved children to reinforce the racialized 

boundary between white women and enslaved children. One WPA interviewee gestured 

to their broken finger and explained how it was broken: “one night the babies cried and I 

didn’t wake up right away to ‘tend to ‘em, and my mistess jumped out of bed, grabbed 

the piece of iron that was used to push up the fire and began beatin’ me.”112 This system 

of labor certainly did not enhance the intimacy between Black children and white women, 

as women violently reprimanded Black children and, in doing so, reminded them of their 

inferiority. The same interviewee forgot to call her mistress’s infant “miss” in one 

instance, and her mistress beat her in a stock and continued to beat her after she had 

broken her leg. The interviewee denoted the psychological damage of that incident, 

relating, “That’s been years ago, but it still worries me now.”113 Another formerly 

 
109 Mattie Fannen, in Born in Slavery, volume 2, Arkansas Narratives, Part 2, 265.  
110 Dinah Cunningham, in Born in Slavery, volume 14, South Carolina Narratives, Part 1, 234.  
111 Hector Godbold, in Born in Slavery, volume 14, South Carolina Narratives, Part 2, 144. 
112 Richmond County Compilation, in Born in Slavery, volume 4, Georgia Narratives, Part 4, 303.  
113 Richmond County Compilation, in Born in Slavery, volume 4, Georgia Narratives, Part 4, 303.  



 
 

64 

enslaved woman recalled that her mistress had whipped her nine-month-old sister to 

death “jes’ ‘cause she cry like all babies do,” and she “never forgot that.”114 The cruelty 

of slaveholding women clearly made a lasting impact on enslaved children. 

Conclusion 

 The everyday realities of mothering on Southern farms and plantations interwove 

the lives of enslaved and slaveholding women in a number of ways. Enslavers 

consistently prioritized enslaved women’s productive labor in the fields, which 

consequently shaped how they (and white women) could provide care for their infants. At 

the same time, the priority placed on reproductive labor in the white household structured 

various labor systems, including wet nursing and child nursing. These systems of labor 

surrounding infant care may have involved close contact between Black and white 

women, but this did not lead to a blurring of the racial barrier. Instead, denial of Black 

women’s reproductive labor for their own families, and the exploitation of their 

productive and reproductive labor on behalf of white families, only reinforced the racial 

barrier between them.  

 Black women faced strict regimentation and appropriation of their nursing 

practices, along with the constant threat of violence. Stripping Black mothers of their 

ability to nurse their infants how and when they saw fit necessarily reinforced their 

inferior racial position in the Southern white supremacist racial hierarchy. Similarly, 

white women’s womanhood was not threatened by their utilization of enslaved women or 

children to mother their children, or even by their occasional choice to breastfeed Black 

infants. Though these images seem different than cultural depictions of white women as 

 
114 Mary Armstrong, in Born in Slavery, volume 16, Texas Narratives, Part 1, 25.  
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completely and wholly devoted to their children, their ability to exploit enslaved women 

in their infant care only reaffirmed their elevated version of womanhood. The next 

chapter will begin to investigate how cultural depictions of elevated white womanhood 

and inferior Black womanhood circulated in the antebellum South. 
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Chapter Two: “Blunted Affection and Filthy Habits”: Mothering, Medicine, and 
Racial Science 

 
 

Southern physician and slaveholder William Baldwin published an article about 

trismus nascentium, or neonatal tetanus, in the American Journal of Medical Sciences in 

1846. This condition ravaged enslaved infant populations, as it was caused by improper 

care of the umbilical stump and was therefore exacerbated by the unsanitary conditions in 

slave housing.1 Baldwin recognized the effect that poor housing conditions had on the 

prevalence of this affliction, but he instead blamed the condition on the mothering skills 

of enslaved women. He claimed that enslaved women were not attentive to their children, 

writing, “The mother, with her blunted affection and filthy habits…is not disposed, if 

indeed she is able, to perform the most trifling service for [her infant].”2 Balwin thus 

asserted that enslaved women had a diminished capacity for mothering. He juxtaposed 

his description of enslaved women with his description of “refined and elegant” white 

mistresses, who had “acute and sensitive feelings for [their] offspring.”3 The disparity 

between the descriptors of “blunted affection” and “acute and sensitive feelings” 

exemplifies how medical discourses about mothering legitimized racial difference 

between Black and white womanhood.  

 This chapter will examine knowledge about mothering produced by racial 

scientists and physicians in the nineteenth century. Racial science and professional 

medicine were two separate, yet affiliated fields that gained professional and popular 

 
1 Todd Savitt, Medicine and Slavery: The Diseases and Health Care of Blacks in Antebellum Virginia 
(University of Illinois Press, 1978), 120; Sally McMillen, “‘No Uncommon Disease’: Neonatal Tetanus, 
Slave Infants, the Southern Medical Profession,” Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied Science 46, 
no. 3 (1991): 301.  
2 William O. Baldwin, “Remarks on Trismus, or Tetanus Nascentium, and on Its Identity with Traumatic 
Tetanus in the Adult,” American Journal of Medical Sciences 12 (October 1846): 360. Italics in original.  
3 Baldwin, “Remarks on Trismus,” 360.  
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authority during this period. Professionals in both fields – empowered by scientific and 

medical authority – asserted new ideas about women’s brains, bodies, and labors, 

including those related to maternal instincts and mothering practices. This chapter argues 

that racial scientists and physicians of the nineteenth century produced knowledge about 

mothering and promoted mothering practices that lent scientific and medical legitimacy 

to ideological differences between Black womanhood and white womanhood. To 

phrenologists, Black women held a uniquely strong maternal instinct that was animalistic 

in nature, evincing the savageness of their race. Physicians, somewhat conversely, 

depicted enslaved women as pathologically careless and neglectful, in need of the 

authority of white men (doctors and enslavers) and white women for infant survival. 

Racial scientists and physicians alike emphasized the caring nature of white women along 

with the superior intellect that their racial identity provided them. To these professionals, 

white women’s instinctive maternal nature combined with their capacities for intellect 

and reason made them responsible and devoted mothers who could raise their children 

into virtuous adulthood. But it was only through adherence to specific duties – most 

notably, domestic work – that white women could attain such a status.  

This chapter therefore argues that scientific and medical depictions of and 

knowledge about Black and white mothering served to uphold the white supremacist 

patriarchy in the Southern slave society. Depictions of Black women justified the 

structure of labor they performed and the exploitation they endured in enslavement. 

Characterizations of Black women’s negligence by physicians sanctioned enslavers’ 

intrusion into and surveillance over Black infant care practices, since physicians told 

enslavers it was only under the care of white men and women that Black infants could 
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survive. And while racial scientists claimed that Black women’s maternal instinct was 

especially strong, this theory did not elevate Black women to normative ideals of white 

motherhood. Instead, this “instinctive” maternal nature painted Black women as distinctly 

suitable to reproductive labor for white enslavers, and it also racialized them as animal-

like and thus more fitted for enslavement. At the same time, by both venerating and 

regulating the mothering of white women, physicians and scientists attempted to maintain 

the exploitation of white women’s reproductive labor in the patriarchal household. Under 

the pretext of medical authority, physicians told white women to derive their fulfillment 

in motherhood through performance of household duties, thus keeping them, and the 

ideals of white womanhood, tied to motherhood and domesticity.  

This chapter will draw from racial science and phrenological texts, medical 

journals, and home medical guides, contending that these venues stood as sites through 

which conceptions of racialized gender cohered and were legitimized. Racial scientists 

published treatises, books, and newspapers that shared their new findings and theories. It 

is important to note that all forms of racial science, including phrenology, were 

pseudoscientific theories that were not based in biology. This chapter refers to these 

studies as “sciences,” however, to demonstrate that these forms of knowledge were 

considered legitimate by many antebellum Southerners.4  

Medical journals served as forums in which new medical ideas, including those 

that were controversial or unfounded, were promoted. As stated in the introduction, my 

analysis of medical journals is indebted to the methodology of Deidre Cooper Owens in 

 
4 This choice is informed by Rachel Walker’s discussion of scientific racism. She argues that the term 
“pseudoscience” “fails to capture how nineteenth-century Americans experienced their intellectual 
universe.” Rachel Walker, “Facing Race: Popular Science and Black Intellectual Thought in Antebellum 
America,” Early American Studies 19, no. 3 (2021): 605. 
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Medical Bondage, who asserts, “in medical journals, biological findings became 

ideology.”5 Furthermore, publication of medical education and advice manuals 

skyrocketed in the nineteenth century.6 Manuals described the “proper” ways that new 

mothers should take care of their newborns, including behaviors and techniques 

surrounding breastfeeding. These books were particularly useful to both physicians and 

literate (and thus, overwhelmingly elite and white) mothers in Southern towns, which 

were more isolated from medical centers than cities in the Northeast.7 

The cultural power of both racial science and medicine grew exponentially in the 

nineteenth century. The production and exchange of this knowledge proliferated from 

intellectual centers, like Northern universities and penetrated the lives of ordinary 

Americans in this period, even on the more isolated farms and plantations of the South. 

Southern slaveholders increasingly hired physicians to care for enslaved people on 

plantations. While historians first attributed this practice to enslavers’ paternalism, the 

newer historiographical tradition recognizes that this practice resulted from physicians’ 

eagerness to gain experience with patients along with slaveholders’ desire to preserve 

their wealth in enslaved people.8 By the mid-nineteenth century, therefore, slaveholding 

and enslaved women regularly interacted with and received care from medical men.9 

 
5 Deirdre Cooper Owens, Medical Bondage: Race, Gender, and the Origins of American Gynecology 
(University of Georgia Press, 2017), 10. I have surveyed a variety of Southern medical journals, along with 
the American Journal of Medical Sciences, which was published in Philadelphia but regularly advanced the 
writings and cases of southern physicians. 
6 Nora Doyle, Maternal Bodies: Redefining Motherhood in Early America (University of North Carolina 
Press, 2018), 86.  
7 Doyle, Maternal Bodies, 86-87; “Review of The Young Mother’s Guide, and Nurses Manual; Containing 
Advice on the Management of Infants, and Conduct to be Observed by the Mother Before and after Child-
Birth, 2nd ed., by Richard S. Kissam,” Southern Medical and Surgical Journal 2, no. 1 (1837): 36.  
8 Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made (Pantheon Books, 1974), 62; 
Owens, Medical Bondage, 4.  
9 See Marie Jenkins Schwartz, Birthing a Slave: Motherhood and Medicine in the Antebellum South 
(Harvard University Press, 2006).  



 
 

70 

White Southerners also increasingly relied on medical manuals written by physicians to 

inform their own infant care practices. Knoxville physician James Gunn’s manual, 

Gunn’s Domestic Medicine, for instance, dominated the Southern market and was 

reprinted over 200 times in less than a century.10 

At this same historical moment, racial science “thrived outside of a scientific 

academy.”11 Itinerant speakers made their way around the United States preaching 

principles of racial science. Lorenzo and Orson Fowler became one of the most popular 

and wide-reaching speakers, with their message reaching an American audience that 

spanned gender, social class, and geographic distance.12 The Fowlers also established the 

American Phrenological Journal, which garnered over 30,000 subscribers by the mid-

nineteenth century. Furthermore, physicians embraced popular racial science and 

incorporated those ideals into their medical work. The first phrenological society in the 

United States, for instance, was established primarily by doctors.13 

The publication of ideas about mothering stemmed from the pursuit of 

professional, scientific, and sometimes political legitimacy. Prominent phrenologists 

turned their scientific ideas into a “national and international business empire,” gaining 

prestige and monetary gain for their entire careers.14 Some promoters of racial science, 

like Josiah Nott and John Van Evrie, applied racial science to their explicitly proslavery 

 
10 Charles E. Rosenberg, Explaining Epidemics and Other Studies in the History of Medicine (Cambridge 
University Press, 1992), 67; Ben H. McClary, “Introducing a Classic: ‘Gunn’s Domestic Medicine,’” 
Tennessee Historical Quarterly 45, no. 3 (1986): 210.  
11 Carla Bittel, “Woman, Know Thyself: Producing and Using Phrenological Knowledge in 19th-Century 
America,” Centaurus 55, no. 2 (2013): 105. 
12 James Poskett, Materials of the Mind: Phrenology, Race, and the Global History of Science, 1815-1920 
(University of Chicago Press, 2019), 162, 169; Bittel, “Woman, Know Thyself,” 105.  
13 Samuel H. Greenblatt, “Phrenology in the Science and Culture of the 19th Century,” Neurosurgery 37, no. 
4 (1995). 
14 Poskett, Materials of the Mind, 161-162. 
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political works. Southerners, eager for justifications of slavery, were enthusiastic 

consumers of racial science publications; the American Phrenological Journal gained 

considerable support in the slaveholding South, for instance.15 These proslavery 

arguments will be further explored in Chapter Three.  

For Southern physicians, slavery represented a vehicle through which to gain 

practical experience and professional prestige. Physicians, most of whom had not yet 

gained an impressive professional reputation in the early to mid-nineteenth century, used 

enslaved people as bodies for treatment and experimentation, which ultimately furthered 

their own medical knowledge and raised their public profile.16 Southern physicians, many 

of whom were slaveowners themselves, stood to personally gain from the endurance of 

slavery, thus motivating in part portrayals of the Black race as biologically inferior. 

Furthermore, physicians held a vested interest in promoting women’s domesticity, as they 

actively entered and professionalized a previously feminine domain. Promoting 

motherhood and domesticity as white women’s proper duty legitimized the 

transformation of medicine into a male-dominated profession.    

This chapter will be organized into three sections. The first will examine racial 

science texts, focusing specifically on phrenological texts. This section will demonstrate 

that this nineteenth-century science promoted racial difference between Black women 

 
15 Poskett, Materials of the Mind, 168-169. 
16 Stephen Kenny, “‘A Dictate of Both Interest and Mercy’? Slave Hospitals in the Antebellum South,” 
Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences 65, no. 1 (2010): 5. This chapter builds on Steven 
Stowe’s argument that the South’s distinctiveness as a slave society and the presence of the enslaved 
population shaped the Southern medical field in crucial ways. Steven Stowe, Doctoring the South: 
Southern Physicians and Everyday Medicine in the Mid-Nineteenth Century (University of North Carolina 
Press, 2004). See also John Harley Warner, “The Idea of Southern Medical Distinctiveness: Medical 
Knowledge and Practice in the Old South,” in Sickness and Health in America: Readings in the History of 
Medicine and Public Health, 2nd ed., eds. Judith Walzer Leavitt and Ronald L. Numbers (University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1985).  
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and white women, characterizing Black women through an animalistic, instinctive love 

for their children and white women through a higher level, intellectual love. The second 

section will examine information in medical books and medical journals. It compares the 

recommendations provided for Black mothering practices and white mothering practices, 

contending that these recommendations served to uphold the patriarchal, slaveholding 

structure of Southern households. The third section is a case study, examining three 

physicians’ work on neonatal tetanus in the antebellum South. This section will argue that 

physicians not only strengthened their own professional careers through the racialization 

of Black mothering, but they also lent medical legitimacy to the racial-economic 

hierarchy of slavery.  

Racial Science and Phrenology 

Despite its pseudoscientific nature, racial science lends significant insight into 

how nineteenth-century Americans conceptualized the world around them. In using 

analysis of the bodies, brains, and skulls to determine human behavior and character 

differences, these scientists rationalized many established social hierarchies.17 These 

theorists legitimatized social differences between men and women through supposed 

biological distinctions, and in the 1840s, “ethnologies,” or rankings by race, became 

increasingly common.18 Maternal instinct and mothering practices were a common 

vehicle through which authors articulated these gendered and racial differences. These 

authors contended that “American” mothers (i.e., white mothers) held a biological 

instinct and duty to care for their children, thus reproducing the idealized expectations of 

 
17 Owens, Medical Bondage, 4.  
18 Bittel, “Woman, Know Thyself,” 105; Susan Branson, “Phrenology and the Science of Race in 
Antebellum America,” Early American Studies 15, no. 1 (2017): 166; Ann Fabian, The Skull Collectors: 
Race, Science, and America’s Unburied Dead (University of Chicago Press, 2010), 15.  
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nineteenth-century white womanhood. They also argued that Black women had a stronger 

biological instinct for their children, characterizing them as savage and more suited to the 

labor of slavery. 

Racial scientists attempted to observe differences in biological features – faces, 

bodies, organs – in order to classify groups of people and rank them in hierarchies. For 

instance, scientists and physicians marked breast shape and breastfeeding practices as 

indicators of biological difference.19 Within the discipline of phrenology, theorists looked 

to the brain to explain individual character and mental traits. German scientist Franz 

Joseph Gall pioneered the field of phrenology in the late eighteenth century, proposing 

that the brain comprised twenty-seven faculties that combined to influence a person’s 

behavior and personality. Some examples of the qualities that Gall and other 

phrenologists attributed to brain composition include “benevolence,” “combativeness,” 

and “cautiousness.” Gall considered some of the faculties to be more instinctive, and 

others to be fostered by morals. Gall’s ideas soon spread through lectures and dissection 

demonstrations in Europe and, later, the U.S.20   

One of Gall’s twenty-seven fundamental faculties of the brain was the instinctive 

organ of “the love of offspring,” or, as other phrenologists would term it, 

“philoprogenitiveness.” Gall and other theorists attributed love, affection, and care shown 

by parents to children to the size of a specific area of the brain. Gall contended that this 

faculty was “more developed in woman than in man,” based on cranial analysis, and later 

 
19 See, for example, A. P. Merrill, “An Essay on Some of the Distinctive Peculiarities of the Negro Race,” 
Southern Medical and Surgical Review n.s. 12, no. 1 (1856): 23; Julien Joseph Virey, Natural History of the 
Negro Race (Charleston: D. J. Dowling, 1837), 92.  
20 Stanley Finger, Minds Behind the Brain: A History of the Pioneers and Their Discoveries (Oxford 
University Press, 2004), 125.  
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phrenologists would continue to support this claim.21 This theory explained gendered 

differences between men and women as innate, not a result of socialization. Gall 

explicated this supposed “natural” difference between boys and girls: “From the most 

tender age, nature begins to teach the woman the part of the mother . . . Observe this little 

girl, so seriously occupied in playing with her doll. . . . Nothing in the world has greater 

value or more charms in her eyes, than babies.”22 J. G. Spurzheim echoed this assertion, 

arguing that while girls play with dolls, boys “prefer drums, horses, whips, etc.”23 For 

these scientists, this preference resulted from the size and activity of a particular organ in 

the brain. This conclusion entirely ignored how different social conditioning of boys and 

girls could have influenced these behaviors. 

The biological strength of women’s “love of offspring” also sanctioned the 

division of labor in the patriarchal household, which mandated that women completed 

unpaid domestic labor. One article in the American Phrenological Journal in 1845 

explained that the actions of men and women prove that philoprogenitiveness is “vastly” 

larger in women. “Fathers will sleep soundly over their sick children,” the author 

claimed, whereas mothers “will watch and weep, night after night, year in and year out,” 

due to the pain of the child.24 The performance of this care, for phrenologists, was 

biologically driven – women were destined by their enlarged philoprogenitive organs to 

 
21 Franz Joseph Gall, On the Functions of the Brain and Each of Its Parts: With Observations on the 
Possibility of Determining the Instincts, Propensities, and Talents, or the Moral and Intellectual 
Dispositions of Men and Animals, by the Configuration of the Brain and Head, vol. 3 (Boston: Marsh, 
Capen, & Lyon, 1835), 264. 
22 Gall, On the Functions of the Brain, 268.  
23 J. G. Spurzheim, Phrenology, or the Doctrine of the Mental Phenomena, vol. 1 (Boston: Marsh, Capen, 
& Lyon, 1835), 156, Medicine in the Americas, 1610-1920, National Library of Medicine, National 
Institute of Health, http://resource.nlm.nih.gov/101515412.  
24 “Woman—Her Character, Influence Sphere, and Consequent Duties and Education. No. 1,” The 
American Journal Phrenological Journal and Miscellany 7, no. 1 (1845): 10.  
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care more for their children. Indeed, it was ordained by “nature” that women “are 

imperiously required to take into their own hands the nursing and care of their own 

children.”25 This nursing and care encompassed more than breastfeeding; nature 

mandated that the mother “dress and undress, feed and watch over [children], and bestow 

all those little cares and attentions, far more, relatively, than fathers.”26 By reducing 

explanations of gendered care for children to biology, phrenologists justified the 

normative ideals of white womanhood necessary in a patriarchal household that exploited 

white women’s domestic labor.  

Phrenologists’ assertion of scientific authority also led them to project expertise 

over how women should act upon their enlarged philoprogenitive organs. Firstly, they 

admonished women who did not act on the “function of philoprogenitiveness” and 

instead hired nurses to care for their children. Because hired carers would never possess 

“the strongest and tenderest love” for children in the way mothers did, they “never will or 

can take the care of infants that mothers will.”27 Phrenologists told women that any 

choice to leave the domestic domain (especially as women in the nineteenth century 

increasingly entered the professional public sphere) meant that they were abandoning 

their naturally ordained role as women.  

In addition to this gendered difference, phrenologists also recognized a racial 

difference in this organ, with Gall contending that the “organ of the love of offspring” 

was “more developed in certain nations than others.” Along with the “Hindoos” and 

 
25 “Duty of Mothers to Take Care of Their Own Children,” The American Phrenological Journal and 
Miscellany 11 (1849): 99.  
26 “Woman: Her Character, Sphere, Talents, Influence, and Consequent Duties, Education and 
Improvement,” The American Phrenological Journal and Miscellany 9 (1847): 50. 
27 “Duty of Mothers to Take Care of Their Own Children,” 99.  
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“Charibs,” phrenologists consistently found the organ to be large in the Black race.28 

Considering that maternal love was revered in nineteenth-century American culture, it 

appears as if phrenologists praised Black women for their mothering skills. This 

distinction, however, racialized them as a distinct, more animal-like race, which had been 

a common racist trope since the sixteenth century.29 Naturalist and anthropologist Julien 

Joseph Virey contended, “Mandinga females are especially remarkable for that extreme 

maternal love,” which was stronger than that in “refined and witty European ladies.”30 J. 

G. Spurzheim explained that “the attachment of negroes” to children is well established, 

as “they have the organization on which the feeling depends prominent.”31 For 

phrenologists, the perceived lack of civilization in some racial groups, including the 

Black race, rendered maternal instinct more necessary. The examination of the “skull of a 

Hottentot” by George Combe evidences this conclusion. He determined that the 

organization of the brain was “essentially savage,” and the character of the person was 

“almost entirely animal.” But he categorized the subject’s philoprogenitive nature as 

large, making them “fond of children.”32 In this way, racial scientists reduced strong 

attachment to children in Black women to an animalistic urge. 

Some racial scientists fashioned these arguments into explanations and 

justifications of American slavery. Orson Fowler, for instance, described the qualities of 

the “African race as found in America.” He contended that their “small reasoning organs” 
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gave them “little depth and strength of intellect,” but their “very large 

philoprogenitiveness” and other “instinctive” organs made them “attached to their 

families and the families of their masters.”33 For Fowler, their larger capacities for 

instinctive attachment made them suitable for enslavement. The work of John Van Evrie 

perhaps best demonstrates this argument. Van Evrie was a prolific white supremacist 

physician and publisher, who published a weekly racist newspaper as well as pamphlets 

and full-length texts.34 Van Evrie’s commitment to the incessant publication of racist 

ideas also earned him political connections, as Jefferson Davis and Alexander Stephens 

endorsed his work, Negroes and Negro Slavery: The First an Inferior Race; The Latter 

Its Normal Condition.35 Van Evrie first published this text in the heat of the slavery 

debate in 1853. Though it is a proslavery text, I choose to contextualize it within a 

discussion of racial science because he directly draws upon and furthers phrenological 

arguments, referring directly to the “organ of the love of offspring.”36 Van Evrie’s usage 

of phrenological concepts demonstrates the far-reaching influence that these scientific 

ideas had, especially within the political debate surrounding slavery.  

Like phrenologists, Van Evrie contended that the Black mother had “a similar love 

of her offspring at an early period in its existence, possibly stronger, or rather more 

imperatively instinctive, than that of the white woman.”37 Van Evrie’s correction from 

 
33 Orson S. Fowler and Lorenzo N. Fowler, Phrenology Proved, Illustrated, and Applied, Accompanied by a 
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“stronger” to “more imperatively instinctive” is crucial, as he then directly articulated 

that Black women’s maternal instincts were “more closely approximate to the 

animal.”38According to Van Evrie, Black women’s love for their offspring weakened as 

the children grew, until they felt completely “indifferent” to their offspring and the 

children became unrecognizable to them.39 This claim racialized Black women as 

animalistic, justifying their enslavement, and it also rationalized enslavers’ sale of 

enslaved children from their mothers once they were old enough to complete field labor, 

a common practice in slavery. Similarly, Virey claimed that African women were “very 

good and tender mothers” who “have much milk,” and so “in Colonies white children are 

generally nursed by negresses.”40 In doing so, Virey justified the exploitation of enslaved 

women’s reproductive labor for the white family in slavery. 

The “instinctive” nature of philoprogenitiveness drove the articulation of racial 

difference between characterizations of Black and white women. Phrenologists defined 

Black women’s mothering by instinct only, with a lack of “enlarged brain and reasoning 

power.”41 Conversely, white women could, and were compelled to, use reason and 

intellect in their mothering practices, which then elevated them to a higher level of 

motherhood. For one author, it was incumbent on the white woman to “guide and govern 

her maternal love by the dictates of the intellectual and moral faculties.”42 Van Evrie 

described white mothers’ higher capabilities of affection, which he correlated with their 

“large brain[s]” and “large intellectual nature.” He claimed that white mothers’ 
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Phrenology and Physiology […] (New York : O.S. Fowler, 1846), 36, Medicine in the Americas, 1610-
1920, National Library of Medicine, National Institute of Health, http://resource.nlm.nih.gov/0341111.  

http://resource.nlm.nih.gov/0341111


 
 

79 

motherliness combined a “profound instinct” with a “lofty sentiment” that remained 

strong throughout the life of the child.43  

Though these scientists seemingly revered white women’s capability for 

mothering, they also asserted authority over that mothering. For phrenologists, white 

women needed to use intellect and reason to guide their philoprogenitive instincts to 

avoid what scientists perceived as improper care. “Let intellect tell her what physical 

laws she must obey,” Orson Fowler proclaimed, so that woman can “keep her child 

always well.” Without the use of such intellect, women will “not know how to keep her 

children healthy.”44 In particular, phrenologists warned women against spoiling children, 

as “vicious indulgence” was common and rendered children “completely miserable.”45 

These kinds of criticisms reinforced patriarchal control both in the medical and scientific 

fields and in the household. Though patriarchy endowed women with authority over the 

care of their children, phrenologists reminded female readers that their natural instincts 

alone could not be trusted. Men and women alike needed to guide and surveil this 

instinctive love so as to ensure the proper care of children.  

Racial scientists also claimed that the stronger maternal instinct in the Black race 

prevented Black women from committing infanticide.46 In his work, for instance, Gall 

stated that “infanticide is a crime almost unheard of among these people,” and that 

experts have “never heard of such a crime committed by a black.”47 These claims 
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diverged from other nineteenth-century cultural discourses that held that Black women 

were more willing to commit infanticide and were thus unfit for incorporation in the 

American body politic.48 The phrenological argument on Black women and infanticide, 

while inconsistent with prevalent white supremacist thought, was nevertheless fashioned 

into a proslavery argument, as it bolstered claims that enslaved women were less civilized 

than white women. For instance, Van Evrie cited an example of an infanticide by an 

enslaved woman and claimed she was “doubtless a mulatto or mongrel,” because this 

kind of crime was “scarcely possible to the negress” due to their “imperative maternal 

instinct.”49 Van Evrie also explained that, in cases of infanticide committed by a white 

woman, the shame women felt when they birthed illegitimate children was so 

overwhelming that it compelled them to kill those children. Black women, on the other 

hand, did not feel this kind of shame. Shame, for Van Evrie, was evidence of white 

women’s more civilized, “higher” natures and “more elevated sensibilities.”50 The crime 

of infanticide, in this instance, evinced white women’s intellectual qualities. 

The knowledge that phrenologists and other followers of racial science produced 

stated capacities and practices of mothering of Black and white women were biologically 

different. White women’s societal duty of motherhood and domesticity was explained by 

their enlarged faculties of the love of offspring. Black women’s capacity for maternal 

instinct was considered even greater, but, for these theorists, this reaffirmed Black 

women’s lower status in the hierarchy of civilization. While white women were charged 
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with using their intellect to guide their instincts, Black women’s mothering was defined 

by instinct alone. These ideas would influence how ordinary Americans conceptualized 

notions of gender and race. Critically, they directly informed physicians in professional 

medicine, who actively engaged with the work of racial scientists. The next section will 

examine how racist and sexist knowledge about mothering proliferated in the medical 

field. 

Judgments of Mothering in Medical Books and Journals  

Professional medicine in the early and mid-nineteenth century did not hold a 

distinguished societal reputation. Medical theories were actively tested and contested 

within newly established medical journals and schools. In this way, medical journals and 

guidebooks were critical to the education of physicians in innovations in the field. 

Medical journals served as forums in which physicians characterized their interactions 

with women, both Black and white. Articles and case reports in medical journals 

explicitly discussed racial difference. Ideas influenced by racial science, like the 

differences in diseases between the Back and white race, were regularly published in 

medical articles, and a significant number of physicians embraced phrenology in the 

early- to mid-nineteenth century, incorporating dissection and skull measurement into 

their practice.51 Physicians painted Black women as biologically inferior through their 

lack of intellect in their mothering skills and recommended that enslavers exert authority 

over mothering in order to make up for this supposed deficiency of mothering. At the 
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same time, in medical guidebooks, physicians articulated the dominant ideology of white 

womanhood that was defined by motherhood, domesticity, and emotional placidity. The 

advice given to white women and descriptions of dealings with white women produced 

an ideal of elite white motherhood from which Black women were necessarily excluded.  

It is important to note, however, that not all nineteenth-century doctors expressed 

belief in hardened racial boundaries between the Black and white populations. Instead, 

some ambivalence regarding the relationship between medicine and the racial hierarchy 

emerged. For example, physicians did not always criticize mothering techniques and 

capacities of Black women, with one describing his experience with a “very intelligent” 

enslaved mother.52 Similarly, others recognized that class difference directly affected 

women’s ability to provide care for their infants. For example, one physician noted that 

facial gangrene was rare amongst children “of those persons who enjoy the comforts of 

life,” as those parents “are able to pay a due degree of attention to the nursing of their 

offspring.”53 Some physicians, therefore, did not attribute differences to a kind of 

pathology of a racial group and instead recognized the social factors that influenced 

mothering. 

While some physicians displayed a more nuanced approach in approaching class 

differences, medical journals more often served as vehicles for racist thought to flourish. 

Historians have uncovered the significance of physicians’ descriptions of female 

“constitutions” in medical journals, with doctors more frequently describing white female 
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constitutions as “delicate” and Black female constitutions as “robust.”54 These kinds of 

descriptions reaffirmed the racist notions that Black women were more physically able to 

perform physical labor and did not feel as much pain as white women, which justified 

their positions as laborers and subjects of medical experimentation. As is true with most 

racist ideology, however, physicians were not consistent in the ideas they presented about 

racial constitutions. In documenting one plantation’s outbreak of pertussis, or whooping 

cough, amongst enslaved children, Charles Witsell contended that the “negro constitution 

is naturally weak, and if not carefully husbanded, it readily succumbs under disease.”55 

While this characterization is seemingly incongruent with claims of strong Black 

constitutions, labeling the Black constitution as weak reaffirmed the inferiority of the race 

and ultimately supported the logic of white supremacy. 

In describing their dealings with Black infants, physicians reinforced the idea that 

Black women did not possess the requisite intellect for proper mothering. In one 

encounter with an enslaved mother of four, a physician remarked that he tried to ask her 

about her symptoms, “but from her remarkable obtuseness of intellect, could obtain no 

satisfactory answer.”56 Another seemingly mocked an enslaved woman whose son was 

suffering from hydrocephalus, as he reported, “The mother has never known him to 

exhibit the lease [sic] symptom of disease or suffering. She attributed its large head to 
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‘smartness.’”57 They sometimes reproduced the racist trope that Black women ate dirt in 

attempts to convey a Black mother’s lack of civilization and intellect.58  

Doctors also recognized the poor conditions that enslaved women and infants 

lived in and the adverse effects that these conditions had on the health of infants. Instead 

of placing responsibility for those conditions on enslavers, however, they instead blamed 

Black women’s poor mothering abilities for the health problems of Black infants. In the 

case of a caesarean operation, one doctor noted that the infant later died in the slave 

quarters, “probably from want of proper attention.”59 Similarly, Thomas Affleck wrote in 

his essay on the hygiene of cotton plantations that the mortality of Black children was 

higher than whites, and listed reasons why:  

Quarters are often badly located; children allowed to be filthy; are suckled 
hurriedly, whilst the mother is over-heated; are laid on their backs when mere 
infants, on a hard mattrass [sic], or a blanket only, and rocked and bumped in 
badly-made cradles; not a few are over-laid by the wearied mother, who sleeps so 
dead a sleep as not to be aware of the injury to her infant.60 
 

It is clear from Affleck’s description that the structure of slavery itself led to high infant 

mortality. For example, if Affleck’s claim about overlaid infants is to be believed (though 

it certainly could have been distorted or fabricated), we can assume that enslaved women 

were exhausted to that degree because of the arduous labor they completed during the 

day. However, Affleck’s racist logic led him to blame this phenomenon on Black women, 
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and not the outsized labor demands that enslavers forced them to complete. Physicians 

recognized that women could not dedicate adequate time to caring for their infants, but 

they still routinely attributed this problem to shortcomings of Black women. 

 Physicians offered advice to enslavers as to how they should properly structure 

mothering in the face of Black women’s supposed deficiencies. This advice largely 

supported the maximization of enslaved women’s productive labor within the structure of 

slavery. For instance, Thomas Affleck recommended the establishment of a “large, dry, 

airy shed in the field” with “children, cradles and all” on plantations with large distances 

between the fields and housing, so that infants could be taken to their mothers while they 

labored. In recommending this “excellent practice,” Affleck clearly prioritized the work 

that enslaved women completed in the field.61 J. Hume Simons’s The Planter’s Guide, 

and Family Book of Medicine advised planters that a “strong, able, and healthy” enslaved 

woman should be procured to watch enslaved children because enslaved women with 

“infants at the breast will frequently obtain leave of absence from the field to nurse their 

infants and employ the time given them in sleeping.”62 As Chapter One demonstrated, 

enslaved women desired the ability to nurse their infants during the workday, so Simons’s 

complaint that enslaved women slept instead of breastfed was likely the reproduction of a 

racist trope. If he had encountered this practice, it likely resulted from the lack of sleep 

afforded to enslaved people, coupled with the amount of labor that women were forced to 

complete. Regardless, Simons’s advice reinforced to enslavers that enslaved women 
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should not be trusted to oversee the mothering of their own children, and that structure 

and surveillance from enslavers was necessary.  

Physicians overall considered white women to be more caring and fastidious 

mothers. However, medical guidebooks show that physicians routinely criticized white 

women’s mothering practices. For instance, writers routinely blamed the high infant 

mortality rates of the nineteenth century on mothers’ improper care.63 In the popular 

Gunn’s Domestic Medicine, Gunn contended that the “foolish and dangerous” custom of 

immediately washing an infant after birth has “caused the death of thousands of infant 

children.”64 Authors reduced the social, environmental, and medical issues of high infant 

mortality to problems with individual women’s mothering skills, leading women (and 

other physicians) to believe that infant deaths were women’s fault. These claims 

conferred authority upon physicians, as they alarmed women and compelled them into 

following physicians’ advice.65 

Concerns about women’s social lives outside of the household were also 

paramount to physicians. For example, Thomas Bull scolded the “healthy woman of 

fashionable life” because, according to him, that type of woman refused to breastfeed.66 

Physicians repeated these concerns in medical journals. One physician proclaimed, 
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Errors in diet; late hours; crowded assemblies; the excitements of the opera, the 
theatre, or the ball room; the transitions from high to low temperature; the 
exposure to night air, especially with insufficient clothing, such as exacting 
customs and fashion demand, are all incompatible with the duties of maternity, 
especially during pregnancy and lactation.67 

 
These concerns reveal the elite status of the reading audience, as only elite white women 

led leisurely social lives that physicians denounced.68 For instance, Southern women in 

cities like New Orleans and Charleston participated in events like masquerade balls and 

riding parties.69 Physicians sought to reform this social behavior of elite white women by 

claiming that it was detrimental to mothering.  

Physicians also criticized women for hiring wet nurses. Charles West, for 

example, claimed that wet nursing led to higher death rates for infants, because when 

mothers delegated “the performance of her other maternal duties” to others, then the child 

was “left to languish in the house of a stranger.”70 Because wet nursing allowed white 

women to more easily travel and socialize outside of the household, physicians’ 

repudiation of wet nursing emphasized the importance of white women’s role within the 

household.   

Criticisms of white mothering differed from those of Black mothering. In writing 

for white, elite women, physicians framed white infant mortality as an individualized 

issue that could be solved with proper education and management, not a pathologized 
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lack of intellect and care. And, while doctors criticized upper-class white mothers for 

their ignorance and lifestyle, physicians still placed value on white women’s capacities 

for mothering in their individual dealings with them, as detailed in case reports. One 

physician reported a case of a burn on an infant, which had worsened during the healing 

process due to the mother’s poor aftercare. He wrote that the problem was caused “by too 

much tenderness (I cannot call it carelessness).”71 This note, like warnings against 

“overindulgence” in racial science texts, characterized this mistake as evidence of the 

boundlessness of the woman’s maternal affection.  

 These criticisms of white motherhood informed the recommendations that 

physicians published. Like racial scientists, physicians’ first general recommendation was 

that women should breastfeed their own children. Indeed, Bull contended that it was “a 

fixed law of Nature that a healthy woman should suckle her offspring,” and for a woman 

to “refuse to comply with this arrangement of Providence” was to “forego the first reward 

of previous suffering.”72 This advice naturalized woman’s domestic role in life, depicting 

women’s role as mothers as the mandate of God. With this recommendation came others, 

like the number of times to breastfeed per day and what foods to eat to produce healthy 

milk. According to these physicians, therefore, enslaved women could not embody the 

proper role of mothers, as they could not control their breastfeeding schedule or their 

diets. 
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For physicians, the solutions to problems with white women’s mothering skills lay 

in the fulfillment of the norms of nineteenth-century womanhood: domesticity and 

emotional placidity. Physicians claimed that women should derive fulfillment from 

domestic work within the confines of the home. One doctor, for example, claimed that 

nursing mothers “must find in their employment as a nurse, their sole occupation and 

pleasure” because “if the mind of the mother be withdrawn from her child, to other 

pleasures, her milk will be less nutritious and loss in quantity.”73 Another suggested that 

nursing mothers should “tend to [their] household duties,” because “a female who is 

suckling is never so happy or so well as when her mind is fully occupied.”74 Physicians’ 

recommendations of household duties included childcare, cooking meals that supposedly 

enhanced breastmilk, and laundry to ensure that infants wore clean clothes every day.75 

According to one physician, nursing women who ignored their household duties were 

“very indifferent nurses” and raised “puny, pallid, and unhealthy” infants who “generally 

drop[ped] into an untimely grave.”76 It was only through the performance of domestic 

duties that women could raise healthy children. Thus, like racial scientists, physicians 

placed the proper role of white women squarely within the household.  

Physicians also expressed guidelines for procuring wet nurses. Despite their 

warnings against it, physicians did recognize that some women could not physically 

breastfeed, and, in those instances, they characterized wet nursing as a “lesser evil” to 
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bottle-feeding.77 They claimed that they could best identify proper wet nurses, accounting 

for factors like age (for Charles West and Henry Chavasse, age twenty to twenty-five was 

ideal) and hair color (brunette was preferred).78 They also sympathized with the difficulty 

of procuring “good” wet nurses and admonished the “indolent” lives that wet nurses often 

led, revealing their bias against lower-class and enslaved women, despite the fact that 

these were routinely procured as wet nurses for white Southern mothers.79 

Importantly, doctors sanctioned women’s control over the lives of the wet nurses 

they procured. Their recommendations had particular implications in the South, as they 

reinforced the class and racial power that slaveholding women held over enslaved wet 

nurses. Thomas Bull recommended that women “should closely superintend” their wet 

nurses’ management of their children throughout their entire tenure, but especially “until 

the nurse has deservedly secured the mother’s confidence and respect.”80 In advising 

women to oversee the labor of the wet nurse, physicians upheld white women’s authority 

over enslaved people in the household. 

Medical recommendations also promoted emotional placidity and timidity in 

women, which were qualities paramount to ideals of normative white womanhood in 

American patriarchal society. Writers of guidebooks weaponized women’s “unsavory” 

feelings of anger, grief, and anxiety against them, claiming that those emotions caused 

illness in their infants. Bull claimed that “a fretful temper” and “fits of anger” lessened 
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the quantity and quality of milk and instead produced a “very irritating milk” for 

infants.81 A. M. Mauriceau similarly claimed that “a sudden fit of anger, or other violent 

mental emotion” could “change the quality of the fluid so much as to produce purging 

and gripes in the child.”82  

Physicians repeated these ideas in medical journals. One posed the question to his 

fellow physicians, “Who that has been in the habit of attending nursing women, has not 

observed the injurious effects of that milk on the child which was elaborated during fits 

of violent anger?”83 Another wrote that an infant’s death was due to the nature of the 

breastmilk his mother fed him, as the milk was “depraved by the very excessive and 

depressing apprehension” of the mother.84 In this disturbing line of logic, a physician 

deemed the anxiety of a woman – anxiety which, the doctor noted, stemmed from the 

previous deaths of two of her children – to be the cause of her new child’s death. 

Attributing infant death to a woman’s unpleasant emotions reinforced to women and 

other physicians that women’s anger and anxiety were antithetical to mothering. 

These claims encouraged women to suppress any of these emotions to avoid harm 

to their children. Physicians argued that regulated emotional states encouraged healthy 

breastfeeding, claims which promoted amiability and docility amongst white women. 

One physician wrote that a “perfect equanimity of temper” in breastfeeding was 

necessary in order to avoid small quantities of less nutritious milk.85 Another claim – that 

 
81 Bull, Maternal Management, 51.  
82 A. M. Mauriceau, The Married Woman's Private Medical Companion: Embracing the Treatment of 
Menstruation, or Monthly Turns, During their Stoppage, Irregularity, or Entire Suppression […] (New 
York: J. Trow, 1847), 215. 
83 M. Antony, “An Essay on the Subject of Maternal Influence in Utero,” Southern Medical and Surgical 
Review 3, no. 2 (1838): 73.  
84 Frank A. Ramsey, “Report on Practice,” East Tennessee Record of Medicine and Surgery 1, no. 1 (April, 
1852): 157. 
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“mothers who have mild, placid tempers, generally make excellent nurses” – reinforced 

the idea that any outsized emotion was detrimental to mothering, shaping white women to 

be pleasant and submissive to male authority.86 Women’s submission to their husbands, 

on whom they were politically and economically dependent, was a crucial ideal of white 

womanhood within the patriarchal structure of Southern households.87 Thus, by telling 

women their anger was unhealthy for their children, physicians helped maintain the 

hierarchy of power in the home.  

The institution of slavery, and the exploitation inherent in it, created a discrepancy 

between these recommendations and the reality of infant care in the American South. 

Southern women did not necessarily follow the advice provided by these physicians. As 

Chapter One demonstrated, white women regularly procured enslaved wet nurses and 

expressed anger towards, and exerted violence against, enslaved people. Within the 

context of slavery, however, these practices did not disrupt the white supremacist, 

patriarchal structure of the Southern household. Instead, because white women exploited 

and expressed violence over enslaved people, they maintained the racial-economic 

hierarchy of the household. The ideals of domesticity and emotional suppression certainly 

aimed to maintain women’s submission to their husbands within patriarchy, but they were 

not required of white women when dealing with enslaved laborers.  

This section demonstrated that medical men exerted their authority over women 

by criticizing their mothering practices and providing recommendations for improvement. 

Their recommendations varied, however. For enslaved women, physicians sanctioned 

enslavers’ authority over the structure of infant care to avoid the perceived carelessness of 
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enslaved women’s mothering. For white women, physicians held that the attainment of 

the ideals of white womanhood, like domesticity and placidity, were the keys to proper 

mothering practices. The next section will investigate the articulation of these racial ideas 

in a particular case study of infant care. 

Neonatal Tetanus: A Case Study 

The racialization of womanhood through mothering in professional medical 

discourse is perhaps best demonstrated through publications on trismus nascentium. In 

attempting to treat and cure trismus nascentium, Southern antebellum physicians 

routinely attributed the cause of the disease to the carelessness and neglect of Black 

women. Participation in this racializing discourse not only provided physicians a platform 

through which they gained professional prestige, but it also lent medical and societal 

legitimacy to the South’s gendered and racial hierarchy. Black mothering became an 

ideological vehicle through which physicians racialized Black women as biologically 

inferior and justified the exploitative nature of slavery.  

Neonatal tetanus was a severe and often fatal disease that affected infants 

throughout the South in the nineteenth century, causing rigidity, spasms, and feeding 

problems in infants soon after birth. Previous historical scholarship has explored this 

illness and its prevalence amongst the infant slave population specifically, as it affected 

enslaved children at higher rates than white infants.88 While historians have attributed 

this discrepancy to the filthy living quarters and insufficient prenatal and postnatal care, 

the cause of this affliction was unknown in the antebellum era, so physicians actively 

theorized and debated its cause and proper treatment.  

 
88 McMillen, “‘No Uncommon Disease,’” 295; Stephen Kenny, “‘I Can Do the Child No Good’: Dr Sims 
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Nineteenth-century doctors thus associated the illness with the Black population. 

Historians have shown that antebellum doctors often blamed this affliction on “ignorant” 

Black midwives.89 Physicians also regularly blamed enslaved women for the improper 

treatment of children. One wrote that trismus nascentium was endemic to the West Indies 

because of the “absurd way” that infants were treated there, while another claimed that 

white children rarely contracted the disease due to the “superior cleanliness of the white 

race.”90 Through this kind of reasoning, individual behaviors of care and cleanliness 

became racialized, evincing the influence of biological racism on professional medicine. 

J. Marion Sims, a Southern medical practitioner, is the most well-known 

physician from this era. His gynecological experimentation on enslaved women led to the 

invention of the speculum, work which deemed him the “father of modern gynecology.” 

Prior to his work on gynecology, he established his medical career through 

experimentation on Black infants suffering from trismus nascentium. This research 

culminated in an article, “Trismus Nascentium – Its Pathology and Treatment,” published 

in the American Journal of Medical Sciences in 1846. The American Journal of Medical 

Sciences was published in Philadelphia and was representative of the entire American 

medical field. The Journal’s support of Sims, shown through their publication of his 

work, reveals that racist medical thought from the South was disseminated throughout the 

entire United States.  

In the article, Sims narrated his treatment of a case in an enslaved infant. Sims’s 

language when he related this case painted white women as smart, trustworthy mothers 
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and Black women as inattentive, unreliable ones. In his telling, he wrote that the Black 

child “rested better” during the night, “or else the mother rested so well that she could not 

be disturbed by the motions and moanings of the child, which latter is altogether 

probable.”91 Sims conveyed his disbelief in the mother’s recounting of the night and also 

his disapproval of her quality of care. This characterization diverges from his depiction of 

a white mistress, whom he described as a “woman of very good common sense.” Unlike 

the report of the enslaved woman, he believed the mistress’s narrations of a case of 

trismus to be “one of the best descriptions of the assemblage of symptoms constituting 

trismus that can be found anywhere.”92  

Sims theorized that the cause of the affliction could be attributed to “anatomical 

peculiarities of the fetal cranium, and spinal circulation,” caused in part by “imprudent 

and careless habit in mothers and nurses of allowing infants to remain too long in one 

position.”93 Because this disease was so thoroughly associated with the Southern Black 

population, Sims’s theory (which was later disproven) effectively blamed the disease on 

poor mothering practices of enslaved women. Later in the article, Sims shows some 

awareness of the effect of living conditions on trismus cases. In the case of a white child 

who survived the condition, he wrote that “if it had been a negro babe, or the child of 

parents in indigent circumstances, other things being equal, it would have perished”; but, 

it survived because it was “surrounded by all the comforts of life” and “had what every 

infant ought to have, a soft pillow to rest upon.”94 Even when Sims recognized the 
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disadvantages placed upon enslaved women, he still placed blame for illness and death on 

them, rather than slaveholders, who oversaw living and sanitary conditions.  

 Sims’s contemporary, Alabama physician William Baldwin, disputed Sims’s 

theory on the connection between the fetal cranium trismus in an article in the American 

Journal of the Medical Sciences, as stated in the introduction. Baldwin theorized that the 

prevalence of trismus nascentium stemmed from the poor living conditions of enslaved 

people.95 Like Sims, though, he blamed the mothering practices of enslaved women for 

the deaths of their infants. In his article, he deemed mothers of infant victims “ignorant 

and superstitious” and described the lack of care that they provided for their children, 

seeking to “show how ill prepared [sic] the mother is to receive and properly treat her 

infant.”96  

Though Baldwin recognized that poor living conditions caused trismus 

nascentium, he did not see the institution of slavery as the source of those conditions. 

Instead, he deemed those conditions the result of Black racial “habit” across the entirety 

of the world. Baldwin stated that from his “knowledge of [Black Americans’] habits,” the 

practices of the American Black population were “applicable to them as a race, in 

whatever country found.”97 He thus pathologized Black women as unhealthy and 

unclean, racializing them as biologically inferior. However, Baldwin then claimed that his 

diagnosis is also applicable to the “indigent portion” of the white race, who were 

“educated and accustomed to habits of indolence and filthiness.”98 For Baldwin, 
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therefore, the improper mothering practices of poor white women resulted from poor 

education and customs, not a biological racial pathology. 

John Watson, another Southern physician and slaveholder, refined the ideas of 

Baldwin and explored improper care of the umbilical stump as the disease’s cause in his 

1851 article in the Nashville Journal of Medicine and Surgery. In seeking to uncover why 

the disease was more prevalent in enslaved children than white children, Watson 

suggested that enslaved women may have had a “disinclination” to keep their children 

clean and healthy. Like Baldwin, Watson diagnosed Black women as pathologically 

incapable caretakers. He described physicians’ dealings with enslaved infants, writing 

that, “when called to see their children we find their clothes wet around their hips, and 

often up to their arm pits, with urine…when on examination we find the umbilical 

dressings not only wet with urine, but soiled likewise with feces.”99 Rather than 

attributing these poor sanitary conditions to the structure of slavery, he claimed that 

enslaved women “never think of changing these hurtful dressings.”100 To Watson, Black 

women demonstrated a deficiency of reason and intellect in their mothering practices.  

Watson’s descriptions of white slaveholding women and their mothering skills 

further articulated a clear racial divide between slaveholding and enslaved women. He 

described one white mistress as very “motherly and intelligent,” and another as “very 

intelligent and domestic.”101 Along with describing white womanhood in terms of 

motherhood and domesticity, the descriptor of “intelligent” reinforced the notion that 

white women had higher capacities for intellect, again demonstrating the influence of 
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racial science on physicians. For nineteenth-century doctors and scientists, the superiority 

of white womanhood derived from white women’s biological ability to apply reason and 

intellect to mothering.  

For Watson, white women’s motherliness extended beyond their own children to 

the enslaved population, as he believed they were the only women who could prevent 

trismus nascentium. Watson reported that white Southern mistresses oversaw the care of 

Black infants because they did not trust the “carelessness” of enslaved women.102 He 

narrated that he had spoken to a number of different plantation owners about the issue of 

trismus nascentium, and that in “every instance where the mistress attended carefully to 

the dressing of the umbilicus, very few or no cases of trismus emerged.”103 He juxtaposed 

two medical cases: in the first, a white mistress provided care for Black infants, whereas 

in the second, the white mistress died, so “the care of the little children had been 

entrusted exclusively to their mothers.” He then compared the results of these cases. In 

the former case, the mistress supposedly prevented any cases of trismus nascentium on 

her plantation, and in the latter case, over a dozen enslaved infants died. Watson then 

posed the question, “Whence, I ask is this great difference of mortality in the two last 

examples?”104 The answer, for Watson, was the disparity in the mothering capacities 

between Black women and white women. Watson concluded that the disease could be 

prevented through cleaning of the navel. He recommended that planters “properly direct” 

nurses in this care, and that “oversight” would be required for this direction.105 These 

 
102 Watson, “Trismus Nascentium,” 196-197. 
103 Watson, “Trismus Nascentium,” 196. 
104 Watson, “Trismus Nascentium,” 197. 
105 Watson, “Trismus Nascentium,” 208. 



 
 

99 

recommendations for preventative care further sanctioned enslavers’ surveillance of and 

intrusion into enslaved women’s mothering practices.106 

Sims, Baldwin, and Watson were all slaveholders, so investment in the health of 

the future enslaved population – achieved in part through the prevention of neonatal 

tetanus – helped secure their own wealth. Their contributions to white supremacist 

ideology, in which they validated biological difference between the Black and white 

races, personally benefited their economic standing as enslavers in the South.107 Through 

their work on Black infants, these physicians also validated the exploitation inherent to 

the Southern medical field. By blaming trismus nascentium on mothering techniques of 

enslaved women, Sims, Watson, and Baldwin encouraged slaveholders to remove sick 

infants from the care of their mothers and place them in the hands of physicians, who 

could then gain medical knowledge and prestige through research and treatment. They 

thus encouraged the cycle of medical exploitation in the South that abused Black subjects 

for the professional benefit of physicians. 

Furthermore, studies of trismus nascentium and conclusions about the mothering 

abilities of Black and white women advanced physicians’ professional standing in the 

medical field. They all achieved significant prestige and influence over the course of the 

nineteenth century. Having served as President of the Tennessee Medical Association, 

Watson transformed his work on enslaved infants into a publication, A Treatise on the 

History, Etiology, and Prophylaxis of Trismus Nascentium in 1859.108 Baldwin served as 

President of the Alabama Medical Association before becoming President of the 
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American Medical Association in 1868.109 Sims considered his work on trismus 

nascentium to be his “first great discovery in medicine,” and his surgeries on Black 

infants allowed him to hone his surgical technique, which undoubtedly aided in his later, 

more well-known work on gynecological afflictions.110 Sims would also go on to become 

President of the American Medical Association in 1876. Clearly, the racist and gendered 

ideologies that they reproduced in their studies were catalysts for, not hindrances to, their 

professional success.  

The antebellum medical debate surrounding trismus nascentium sheds light into 

how Southern physicians conceptualized and produced knowledge about mothering 

practices on plantations. Physicians like Sims, Baldwin, and Watson used knowledge 

about mothering to lend medical legitimacy to racist discourses that justified slavery. By 

painting Black women as pathologically unfit mothers, they deemed the presence of the 

caring, maternal white mistress necessary for the future health of the enslaved population. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has aimed to show that nineteenth-century scientific and medical 

discourses about mothering defined Black women and white women as racially distinct. 

For scientists and physicians, white women’s race endowed them with a capacity for 

intellect and reason that made their mothering inherently superior. Racial scientists and 

physicians diverged somewhat in their depictions of Black women. Phrenologists 

emphasized the strength of Black women’s maternal instinct, whereas physicians 

routinely painted Black women as willfully careless in their mothering. These portrayals, 
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though different, cohered into a consistent ideology that defined Black womanhood as 

racially inferior to white womanhood. 

These ideas validated existing structures of power in a number of ways. They 

rationalized and upheld the domestic labor that white women performed in the white 

household, as racial scientists claimed that white women were biologically destined to 

care for their children. Physicians similarly told women that it was only through the 

fulfillment of their domestic duties, both to their children and to the household more 

largely, that they could properly embody motherhood. The ideology that physicians and 

racial scientists contributed also justified the enslavement of the “savage” Black race, 

along with the productive and reproductive exploitation that laborers faced. The next 

chapter will explore how Southerners drew upon this ideology to defend the institution of 

slavery in the political realm.
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Chapter Three: “Slavery Protects the Infants”: Mothering in Proslavery Ideology 
 
 

George Fitzhugh, an American social theorist and advocate for slavery, described 

the benefits of Southern slavery in his proslavery publication, Sociology for the South, or 

the Failure of Free Society. He argued that the nursery system on plantations – the system 

in which one enslaved woman watched young children while their mothers labored in the 

fields – was an ideal arrangement that even European socialists would envy. Fitzhugh 

contended that, with this system of childcare in place, slavery “protects the infants.” In 

further explaining this system of protection, Fitzhugh wrote that enslaved infants (along 

with the other vulnerable populations of the sick and elderly) were “part of the family,” 

and that the “self-interest and domestic affection” of slaveholders “combine to shelter, 

shield and foster them.”1 This claim reveals a key line of proslavery thought in the 

decades before the Civil War, as advocates of slavery positioned themselves as the 

paternalistic protectors of the enslaved population. For Fitzhugh, this supposed protection 

of infants helped explain the utility of slavery as an institution. Importantly, Fitzhugh in 

highlighting the “domestic affection” of white enslavers towards enslaved infants, he 

simultaneously dismissed the potential domestic affection that enslaved women held 

towards their own children. Fitzhugh’s praise of the Southern model demonstrates only 

one of numerous ways that proslavery advocates utilized realities and fantasies of 

enslaved infant care to defend the institution.  

 
1 George Fitzhugh, Sociology for the South, or the Failure of Free Society (Richmond: A. Morris, 1854), 
45-46, Documenting the American South, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Library, 
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This chapter will demonstrate that proslavery apologists regularly employed ideas 

about infant care and maternal nurturing in their defenses of the institution. When 

proslavery authors argued in favor of a slave society, they articulated notions of racial 

difference between Black and white women in terms of maternal instinct, mothering 

practices, and propensities for reproductive labor. This chapter will argue that these white 

supremacist depictions of mothering were fundamentally paradoxical. In their defenses of 

slavery, authors simultaneously lauded and denigrated Black women’s maternal 

capacities. Indeed, proslavery advocates emphasized the maternal nature of Black women 

when they cared for white children and also argued that, due to racial deficiency and 

barbarity, these women were unfit to care for their own children. At the same time, 

authors praised white women for the motherliness they extended to enslaved children, 

while they indirectly demonstrated that mistresses regularly foisted their own infant care 

duties onto enslaved women. Other contradictions abounded; some defenders argued, for 

instance, that mother-infant separations were a necessary and even merciful aspect of 

slavery, while others contended that Southern law and individual Southerners protected 

slaves from this practice.  

This chapter thus adds to the line of Black feminist scholarship, like Sarah 

Haley’s No Mercy Here, that argues that Black womanhood “was constituted through a 

series of contradictions” that served as a resource for the “consolidation of an opposing 

coherent, legible” white womanhood.2 Indeed, through its positioning of white women as 

carers for Black infants and Black women as carers for white infants, proslavery literature 

further demonstrates the interrelation of the racialization of Black and white women. The 
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fulfillment of white womanhood, achieved through the maternal care of mistresses 

towards their slaves, was only possible through the racialization of an inferior Black 

womanhood, achieved through the cultural and practical denial of their ability to mother 

their own children. 

All of these ideas, while contradictory, cohered to ideologically undergird the 

racial, gendered, and economic hierarchies of the white Southern household. In depicting 

Black women as incapable mothers who needed white women to care for Black infants, 

proslavery defenders sanctioned slavery’s denial of Black mothering as well as white 

women’s confinement to the domestic sphere. By simultaneously painting Black women 

as loyal and capable caretakers of white infants, proslavery advocates also justified the 

exploitation of Black women’s reproductive labor in the white Southern household. And 

while these proslavery ideas were ultimately unsuccessful in preventing the abolition of 

slavery, they provided an ideological explanation for the systemic exploitation of Black 

women’s labor after abolition and, more broadly, for the patriarchal white supremacist 

society of the mid- to late nineteenth century, explored further in Chapter Five. 

Public intellectuals, physicians (like those examined in Chapter Two), popular 

writers, religious figures, and politicians all espoused proslavery thought in the 

antebellum period. Elite Southern men initially led the intellectual proslavery movement. 

Thomas Roderick Dew, president of The College of William and Mary; James Henry 

Hammond, a South Carolina senator; and William Harper, the state chancellor of South 

Carolina, published some of the most influential tracts defending the institution. 

However, I do not read proslavery arguments as anomalous ideas embraced by a handful 

of elite Southern men. Though less than one-third of the Southern white population lived 
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in a slaveholding family, the greater Southern population was exposed to defenses of 

slavery.3  

In the 1830s, professors at Southern universities began to profess these ideals, 

educating the future professionals and leaders of the South in proslavery thought. Visiting 

speakers like lawyers, judges, and politicians further facilitated the circulation of these 

ideas.4 Popular fiction writers also embraced proslavery ideology, introducing it to a 

wider American population. Nearly three dozen novels were published in direct response 

to Uncle Tom’s Cabin and some of them found wide success. Mary H. Eastman’s Aunt 

Phillis’s Cabin, for instance, sold thousands of copies in its first weeks of publication.5 

These publications reached audiences beyond the South, with publishers strategically 

marketing these novels to both sides of the sectional conflict to increase their readership.6  

Motivations for contributing to the proslavery canon varied. Unsurprisingly, many 

of these authors were slaveholders themselves, so they were acutely concerned with the 

preservation of their wealth. Non-slaveholding Southerners also entered the debate, as the 

continuation of slavery stood to benefit the entire white Southern population. Slavery 
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afforded non-slaveholders the ability to work as overseers, rent and borrow slaves, and 

occupy smaller areas of land for yeomanry that the plantation system bypassed.7  

A significant number of proslavery contributors were Northerners, some of whom 

had lived in or traveled to the South. Nehemiah Adams, for instance, was a Boston 

clergyman whose experience during his three-month residence in the South motivated his 

benevolent characterization of slavery in A South-Side View of Slavery; Or, Three Months 

at the South, in 1854.8 Others, however, had never resided in the South but were 

committed to the production of racist thought. Sarah Josepha Hale, resident of the 

Northeast and editor of the widely popular Godey’s Lady Book, espoused her belief in 

colonization (the removal of the Black American population to Africa) in her work, 

Liberia, or, Mr. Peyton’s Experiments. Similarly, before writing Aunt Phillis’s Cabin, 

Eastman published racially condescending ethnological studies of Native Americans.9 

Proslavery thought thus helps uncover broader conceptions of race across the entire U.S. 

during this period. 

This chapter identifies different settings that proslavery apologists commonly 

represented in their stories and essays – the white Southern household, Africa, the 

American North, and the Southern slave market. I have organized this chapter around 

these various settings and the proslavery arguments involving them. The first section 

explores arguments that Black and white women found ultimate fulfillment in the white 

Southern household. This section elucidates that this literature simultaneously 

 
7 Adam Rothman, “The ‘Slave Power’ in the United States, 1783-1865,” in Ruling America: A History of 
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emphasized the motherliness of Southern mistresses towards Black children and the 

loyalty of the Black mammy to her white charges. The second section examines 

depictions of savagery and danger in Africa and in Northern states, two places where 

Black women lived without the “supervision” of white mistresses. Proslavery proponents 

argued that Black women’s innate racial inferiority prevented them from properly caring 

for their children in places other than the slaveholding South. The final section examines 

often conflicting stories about white Southern innocence the Southern slave market, 

specifically regarding family separations. This section demonstrates that while writers 

both denied and acknowledged family separations, they consistently emphasized the 

paternalistic protection that the legal structure of slavery and individual enslavers 

provided for enslaved women and children.  

Fulfillment in the White Southern Household 

 Proslavery defenders contended that the white household represented a space of 

personal fulfillment for slaveholding and enslaved women. Adapting claims from 

Southern physicians, proslavery arguments held that the motherliness of white women 

was necessary for the survival of the Black population, as they charged that Black 

mothers were incapable of providing proper care for infants. Conversely, in reproducing 

the caricature of the Black “mammy,” proslavery defenders emphasized the intrinsic 

maternal nature of Black women towards white children. The structure of slavery, to 

these authors, was fitting for Black women, as they were seen as content with, and even 

fulfilled by the exploitation of their reproductive labor under slavery. The seeming 

juxtaposition in these representations – white motherliness to Black infants, and Black 
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motherliness to white infants – cohered to both justify the structure of slavery and the 

gendered, racialized hierarchies within it. 

For Dew, one of the preeminent proslavery voices in the South, slavery was 

beneficial for Southern whites because its economic structure granted mistresses’ 

achievement of true womanhood. Dew’s expertise in the science of political economy, 

which he taught at the university level, undoubtedly influenced this argument.10 Dew 

claimed that slavery “relieve[d] the sufferings and wrongs of injured women” and 

“elevate[d them] in the scale of existence.”11 Because slavery shifted the state of society 

from hunting and gathering to the agricultural state, the “labor of the slave thus becomes 

a substitute for that of the woman,” and “she is now surrounded by her domestics, and the 

abundance of their labor lightens the toil and hardships of the whole family.”12 Dew 

encouraged white women to rely on enslaved laborers for the performance of infant care, 

legitimizing the exploitation of enslaved women’s reproductive labor in the white 

household.  

Because the system of slavery relieved white women of their physical labor 

around mothering, they could “throw a charm and delight around our homes and 

firesides, and calm and tranquilize the harsher tempers and more restless propensities of 

the male.”13 Dew claimed that slavery allowed for the “cultivation of all those mild and 

fascinating virtues” of woman, including her duty of “training the ignorance and 

 
10 Larry E. Tise, Proslavery: A History of the Defense of Slavery in America, 1701-1840 (University of 
Georgia Press, 1987), 64.  
11 Thomas Roderick Dew, “Professor Dew on Slavery,” in The Pro-Slavery Argument, as Maintained by the 
Most Distinguished Writers of the Southern States, Containing the Several Essays on the Subject, of 
Chancellor Harper, Governor Hammond, Dr. Simms, and Professor Dew (Charleston: Walker, Richards & 
Co., 1852), 337.  
12 Dew, “Professor Dew on Slavery,” 339. 
13 Dew, “Professor Dew on Slavery,” 339. 
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imbecility of infancy into virtue and efficiency.”14 Like the racial scientists examined in 

Chapter One, Dew emphasized white women’s attainment of intellect and virtue as 

foundational to mothering. He argued that the system of slavery provided the space for 

women’s cultivation of these virtues, which deemed societally necessary for raising 

proper and virtuous citizens.15 This cycle of labor, of course, was wholly inaccessible to 

most white Southern women. Chapter One demonstrated that the presence of enslaved 

laborers did not necessarily relieve most slaveholding women of all their physical labor. 

Furthermore, many Southern women were yeomen farmers who did not own enslaved 

laborers and instead worked in the fields alongside their husbands and children. In this 

way, Dew perpetuated an idealized and inaccessible version of white womanhood 

through his defense of slavery. 

Along with the benefits it provided for white women, proslavery authors argued 

that slavery was necessary for the survival of the Black population. David Christy, an 

Ohio agent for the American Colonization Society, articulated differences in population 

trends in the Southern United States and in the Caribbean. He argued that the enslaved 

population of the Caribbean decreased, but the enslaved population of the South 

increased because of the “care taken of infants by white women” in the U.S.16 Cartwright 

also made this distinction, as he argued that the “care that white women bestow on the 

nursery” was the reason for this geographical difference in population trends. The 

contributions of physicians like Cartwright to proslavery publications demonstrate the 

 
14 Dew, “Professor Dew on Slavery,” 339, 341.  
15 See, for example, Linda Kerber, Women of the Republic: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary America 
(University of North Carolina Press, 1980).  
16 David Christy, Pulpit Politics: or, Ecclesiastical Legislation on Slavery, In Its Disturbing Influences on 
the American Union (Cincinnati: Faran & McLean, 1862), 47.  
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integration of nineteenth-century medical knowledge into defenses of slavery. Christy 

and Cartwright altogether ignored the proven reason for this discrepancy between 

population growth. In the Caribbean, the intensity of sugar cultivation, along with 

malnutrition, meant that the enslaved population was often worked to death and thus 

could not reproduce at high rates.17 Instead, these authors attributed this difference to a 

pathological problem in Black women and a virtuous quality of white women.  

Proslavery authors also described the benefits of the plantation nursery system. 

This strategy likely addressed accusations from published slave narratives, as multiple 

formerly enslaved authors described the unjust systems of infant care on Southern 

plantations.18 Mary Howard Schoolcraft, a Washington, D.C. writer married to an agent 

for the Office of Indian Affairs, was personally dedicated to the maintenance of white 

supremacy.19 Having grown up in a slaveholding household and having owned enslaved 

persons herself, Schoolcraft defended the institution in a series of published letters and in 

a later anti-Tom novel, The Black Gauntlet: A Tale of Plantation Life in the South. 

Schoolcraft described the conditions of infant care on Southern plantations as she 

remembered it:  

On all well-regulated plantations there is a large house built expressly to receive 
all the infants, and their young nurses, when their mothers go out to work. An old, 
black, medical crone is at the head of this establishment, and she is required to 

 
17 Katherine Paugh, The Politics of Reproduction: Race, Medicine, and Fertility in the Age of Abolition 
(Oxford University Press), 2.  
18 See, for example, Drew Benjamin, ed., A North-Side View of Slavery. The Refugee: or the Narratives of 
Fugitive Slaves in Canada. Related by Themselves, with an Account of the History and Condition of the 
Colored Population of Upper Canada (Boston: John P. Jewett and Co., 1856), 141, Documenting the 
American South, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Library, 
https://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/drew/drew.html; William Walker, Buried Alive (Behind Prison Walls for a 
Quarter of a Century: Life of William Walker, ed. Thomas S. Gaines (Saginaw, MI: Friedman & Hynan, 
1892), 16-18, Documenting the American South, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Library, 
https://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/gaines/gaines.html.  
19 “Johnston and Schoolcraft Family Timeline, 1830-1892,” Henry Rowe Schoolcraft Papers, Library of 
Congress, https://www.loc.gov/collections/henry-rowe-schoolcraft-papers/about-this-collection/.  
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keep up large fires, to feed, watch over, and report any sickness or accident to her 
young charges, while their mothers are absent in the fields. The little girls on the 
plantation, between the ages of nine and fifteen, run about with and amuse their 
mother's infants, or those of other relatives. Every baby has thus its own nurse, 
and all under the care, in the daytime, of the above-named old doctress...20 

 
Schoolcraft claimed that this organization resulted in the “greatest possible care” of these 

infants “so that they may attain to perfect health and physical development.”21 

Schoolcraft, however, exaggerated the prevalence and efficacy of these nursery systems, 

as Chapter One has shown. Schoolcraft’s exaggeration aided her attempt to paint an 

idyllic image of Southern childcare, as the image of crude systems of childcare in which 

infants were left alone or taken into the fields with their mothers (common on many 

smaller farms and plantations) would have ruined this positive portrayal.22  

Authors juxtaposed the care shown by white mistresses with the supposed neglect 

of Black women. In his study, “On the Negro’s Place in Nature,” British anthropologist 

James Hunt cited a newspaper that claimed that Black women were “so shamefully 

neglectful of, and wantonly cruel to, their children, that the white ladies are often 

compelled to take the little ones away from their unnatural parents to preserve their 

lives.”23 Similarly, Schoolcraft related her memory of a sick enslaved child on her 

plantation, whom she “never left . . . night or day, and could not sleep, even a moment, 

sitting by its side.” She added that the mother of the infant “slept soundly at the food of 

the bed,” and it was “not because she was fatigued.” This anecdote, for Schoolcraft, 

 
20 Mary Howard Schoolcraft, The Black Gauntlet: A Tale of Plantation Life in the South (Philadelphia: J. B. 
Lippincott and Co., 1860), 38-39. 
21 Schoolcraft, The Black Gauntlet, 39.  
22 Marie Jenkins Schwartz, Born in Bondage: Growing Up Enslaved in the Antebellum South (Harvard 
University Press, 2000), ch. 2, Kindle.  
23 James Hunt, “On the Negro’s Place in Nature,” in Memoirs Read Before the Anthropological Society of 
London, 1863-4, vol. 1 (London: Trubner and Co., 1865), 61. 
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demonstrated that “the master’s feelings are sometimes even deeper than the mother’s.”24 

Schoolcraft thus contended that enslavers held a natural attachment for enslaved children 

that enslaved women did not.  

Proslavery advocates continually evoked white women’s “natural” mothering 

skills to prove the necessity of the supervision of mistresses. These characterizations not 

only demonstrated the benefits of enslavement for the sake of the Black population, but 

they also racialized white women as generous, domestic, and maternal. David Brown, 

Delaware-born Southern resident, recalled a Southern “maiden-lady” who “[found] 

among her acquaintances a little negro child of a year old that had lost its mother.” She 

then “secured it to herself as a pet,” and “no pet was ever more tenderly cared for, or 

more highly prized.”25 This, for Brown, demonstrated the benefits slavery for white 

women and Black infants. The maternal nature of white women proved the merit of 

slavery to American traveler and diplomat Henry Wikoff, who related such a claim in a 

letter to the British Prime Minister: 

A Northern lady in the South called upon a Southern lady, and found her nursing a 
black infant. It was the infant of one of her servants. The child was sick, and it 
died upon the lap of the mistress; the slave-mother could not nurse the child; the 
mistress did it for her. That mistress was the sister of a Vice-president of the 
United States. That is 'slavery;' yes, it is as truly 'slavery' as 'auction blocks' are 
slavery.26 
 

 
24 Mary Howard Schoolcraft to General John H. Howard, September 20, 1851, in Letters on the Condition 
of the African Race in the United States (Philadelphia: T. K. and P. G. Collins, 1852), 14.  
25 David Brown, The Planter: or, Thirteen Years in the South (Philadelphia: H. Hooker, 1853), 264-265, 
Documenting the American South, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Library, 
https://www.docsouth.unc.edu/fpn/brownd/dbrown.html.  
26 Henry Wikoff, A Letter to Viscount Palmerston, K.G., Prime Minister of England, on American Slavery 
(New York: Ross and Tousey, 1861), 60.  
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Wikoff was a friend of Mary Todd Lincoln, which may have led his recipient to trust the 

veracity of this claim.27 However, Wikoff contorted a likely exaggerated example of a 

mistress’s care in order to demonstrate the overall “loving-kindnesses” of slavery.28  

Just as proslavery defenders argued that the supervision of mistresses was 

beneficial for enslaved infants, they also argued that slavery was a favorable system for 

enslaved women. This idea manifested in the caricature of the mammy, the ultimate 

maternal figure. During the antebellum period, the mammy was imagined as an 

affectionate and devoted nurse to her slaveholders’ children. The mammy emerged as a 

prominent proslavery symbol, most commonly in anti-Tom literature and other plantation 

novels during this era, as “members of the planter class began using these stories to 

animate their assertions of slavery as benevolent and slave owning as honorable.”29 In 

stressing Black women’s love for and attachment to white children, writers ultimately 

emphasized enslaved people’s satisfaction with their condition. For Deborah Gray White, 

the mammy was “steeped in [the] maternal sentiment” of the nineteenth century, as her 

actions were “in harmony with the tradition of woman as guardian of the hearth.”30 While 

the cult of domesticity certainly influenced sentimental depictions of the mammy in 

antebellum literature, authors racialized her as fundamentally different from white 

women, as her care and attachment centered on white children, not her own.  

Authors depicted the attachment between enslaved woman and white child as 

natural and everlasting. Schoolcraft, for example, claimed that “the love of the nurses for 

 
27 Michael Lueger, “Henry Wikoff and the Development of Theatrical Publicity in America,” (MA thesis, 
Tufts University, 2011), 98, ProQuest (1489029).  
28 Wikoff, A Letter to Viscount Palmerston, 60.  
29 Micki McElya, Clinging to Mammy: The Faithful Slave in Twentieth-Century America (Harvard 
University Press, 2007), 4.  
30 Deborah Gray White, Ar’n’t I a Woman?: Female Slaves in the Plantation South (W. W. Norton, 1985), 
58.  
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the children is manifestly hearty and sincere.”31 In his anti-Tom novel, J. W. Page 

described that because his mammy nursed him and was “so much attached” to him, she 

“would not be separated from [him] for anything in the world.”32 Children’s book Little 

Eva: The Flower of the South depicted a white child visiting her nurse, now “very old and 

sick,” who still “loves to talk of the time when Eva was a dear little baby.”33 Additionally, 

Nehemiah Adams observed in his travels the “degree of seemingly maternal feeling 

which was infused into [the] whole deportment” of enslaved nurses. He concluded that 

“their care of the children, even if it be slave labor, is certainly equal to that which is 

free,” thus praised the maternal nature of Black women and the care they provided.34  

Through the emphasis, rather than the denigration, of the maternal nature of Black 

women, the mammy archetype served as a strategic tool aimed to defend slavery. By 

claiming that Black women were uniquely and naturally fit to provide care for white 

children, writers directly justified Black women’s labor as nurses and wet nurses. 

Schoolcraft, for example, contended that it was “very customary in South Carolina for the 

most healthy mature slaves to nurse their master’s infants” because “the wide world does 

not contain a more affectionate, unselfish foster-mother, than the black family-servant.” 

She also claimed that children nursed by enslaved women were “regarded as more 

healthy and vigorous in their constitutions.”35 In another letter, she asserted enslaved 

women were “the most enthusiastically fond foster-mothers, when they are called upon to 

 
31 Schoolcraft, The Black Gauntlet, 375.  
32 J. W. Page, Uncle Robin, In His Cabin in Virginia, and Tom Without One in Boston (Richmond: J. W. 
Randolph 1853), 162-163, Making of America Books, University of Michigan Library, 
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/moa/ABX8680.0001.001?view=toc.  
33 Philip J. Cozans, Little Eva: The Flower of the South (New York: Published for the author, c. 1853), 4.  
34 Adams, A South-Side View of Slavery, 16-17.  
35 Schoolcraft, The Black Gauntlet, 205-206. 
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nurse the infant child of their owners.”36 In characterizing Black women as uniquely 

eager wet nurses, Schoolcraft reinforced slavery’s exploitation of Black women’s 

reproductive labor for the white family without invalidating the maternal nature of white 

women.  

Though cross-racial wet nursing resulted from slavery’s exploitative structure, 

authors depicted this practice as evidence of the affection and care between the two races. 

For instance, T. C. Thornton, president of Centenary College of Louisiana, recalled that 

when his “helpless” mother was unable to nurse him, “it was faithfully done by a 

coloured woman, whom to this day we delight to call ‘Mammy.’”37 For Thornton, 

enslaved wet nursing was a cherished feature of slavery, not an example of its cruelty. T. 

W. MacMahon similarly observed that the “the child of the master and the slave were 

often nursed from the same bosom,” a practice which nurtured a “mutual fellowship.” 

This practice supposedly made it impossible for Southerners to feel the “same feeling of 

repulsion toward the degraded race to exist here, which prevails and is fashionable in the 

Northern States.”38 For MacMahon, the practice of enslaved wet nursing evidenced the 

existence of racial harmony in Southern society, as compared to the racial discrimination 

that prevailed in the North. 

In The Planter’s Northern Bride, successful writer Caroline Lee Hentz used wet 

nursing to paint a flowery picture of the racial dynamics of the slaveholding South. 

Historian Elizabeth Moss notes that Hentz’s marital and social loneliness led her to 

 
36 Mary Howard Schoolcraft to General John H. Howard. 
37 T. C. Thornton, An Inquiry into the History of Slavery: Its Introduction into the United States; Causes of 
Its Continuance; and Remarks Upon the Abolition Tracts of William E. Channing, D. D. (Washington: W. 
M. Morrison, 1841), 152.  
38 T. W. MacMahon, Cause and Contrast: An Essay on the American Crisis (Richmond: West & Johnson, 
1862), 79, Documenting the American South, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Library, 
https://www.docsouth.unc.edu/imls/cause/cause.html.   
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“embrac[e] the South…as the ideal of social stability and cohesion,” which likely 

motivated this romanticized portrayal.39 Hentz wrote that the white infant “clings with 

instinctive affection to the dark bosom that nurses it, and sees only the loving heart 

through the black and sooty skin”; it was only years later, in childhood, that the child 

recognizes the “barrier of distinction drawn by the Creator’s hand.”40 Hentz thus claimed 

that cross-racial breastfeeding could transcend the racial barrier between enslavers and 

enslaved people, as infants were too young to recognize Black women’s God-ordained 

racial inferiority. 

Depictions of Black women’s devotion and attachment to white children were 

supported by the idea that mammies preferred white children to their own. This 

characteristic of the mammy was necessary to white supremacist ideology, as the image 

of Black women’s maternal care for their own children was fundamentally incompatible 

with slavery’s denial of Black mothering. In Aunt Phillis’s Cabin, for instance, Eastman’s 

character of Phillis “always gave Arthur the preference, putting her own infant aside to 

attend to his wants.”41 Similarly, Schoolcraft claimed that she has “seen more violent 

grief over the death of their white foster-child than she ever witness over the corpse of 

one of their own.”42 Hentz narrated the story of an enslaved woman who did not want to 

be free because she knew her enslavers’ children would take care of her, and she loved 

 
39 Elizabeth Moss, Domestic Novelists in the Old South: Defenders of Southern Culture (Louisiana State 
University Press, 1992), 76.  
40 Caroline Lee Hentz, The Planter’s Northern Bride (Philadelphia: T. B. Peterson and Brothers, 1854), 
509-510, Documenting the American South, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Library, 
https://docsouth.unc.edu/southlit/hentz/hentz.html.  
41 Mary H. Eastman, Aunt Phillis’s Cabin; or, Southern Life as It Is (Philadelphia: Lippincott, Grambo & 
Co., 1852), 253, Making of America Books, University of Michigan Library, 
https://name.umdl.umich.edu/AAN8016.0001.001.  
42 Schoolcraft, The Black Gauntlet, 205.  
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them “a heap better than I done my own.”43 This facet of the mammy constructed Black 

women as intrinsically different from white women, because loving another person’s 

child more than one’s own was incompatible with the ideals of white womanhood. 

Slavery’s effects on labor in the household, for proslavery defenders, were 

positive for both slaveholding and enslaved women. Slavery removed white women from 

the drudgery of childcare, and it also sanctioned their management of Black infants, 

evincing their natural maternal qualities. Slavery also proved to be the “proper” structure 

of labor for enslaved women, as these writers claimed that Black women had a natural 

propensity for the care of white children. This depiction of Black women as loyal carers 

to white children required the simultaneous white supremacist denigration of Black 

women’s mothering skills in regard to their own children, which the next section will 

further investigate. 

Brutality and Danger in Africa and the Northern States 

Though proslavery literature commonly depicted the Southern household, 

representations of Africa and Northern states further bolstered defenses of slavery. For 

proslavery authors, both places represented examples of Black life without the 

“guardianship” of enslavers. They argued that without the structure of slavery, Black 

women could not mother their children properly, as Africa encouraged savage practices 

and the North encouraged vice and degradation. They consequently cited travel literature 

to claim African women were brutal and apathetic in their care of their children, along 

with evidence that attempted to show the degradation and squalor in free labor societies. 

 
43 Hentz, The Planter’s Northern Bride, vii-viii.  
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These arguments sought to underscore the elevating, beneficial nature of Southern 

slavery.44 

For proslavery defenders, the lower state of civilization of the African race 

fostered Black women’s savagery towards their children, evincing their racial inferiority 

and the necessity of their enslavement. Religious doctrine undoubtedly influenced this 

stance, as a popular nineteenth-century biblical interpretation held that God punished 

descendants of Noah’s son Ham with enslavement.45 Proponents often cited travel 

literature about African mothering to support this religious claim that people of African 

descent were a group destined for enslavement. Doctor of divinity Samuel B. How, for 

instance, claimed that Africans “are indeed without natural affection, implacable, 

unmerciful,” while clergyman Josiah Priest asserted more generally that “bushman 

negroes” held “no feelings…towards babes.”46  

According to these men, Africans’ lack of maternal instinct toward their offspring 

led them to commit various brutalities. For instance, Priest quoted a traveler who “sold 

their children, when young, to other tribes, in order to avoid the trouble of taking care of 

them in their infancy,” while How claimed that an African woman, “for rum or for a few 

yards of cloth, will sell her child.”47 Others went further; Christy argued that Africans 

regularly used infants as cannibalistic offerings and threw their offspring “to the hungry 

 
44 Jennifer Morgan’s use of travel literature to argue Black women as productive and reproductive laborers 
suitable for Atlantic slavery influences this argument. Jennifer Morgan, Laboring Women: Reproduction 
and Gender in New World Slavery (University of Pennsylvania, 2004), 22-53.  
45 Christopher A. Luse, “Slavery’s Champions Stood at Odds: Polygenesis and the Defense of Slavery,” 
Civil War History 53, no. 4 (2007): 407.  
46 Josiah Priest, Slavery, as it Relates to the Negro, or African Race: Examined in the Light of 
Circumstances, History and the Holy Scriptures […] (Louisville: W. S. Brown, 1849), 260, 265; Samuel B. 
How, Slaveholding Not Sinful: Slavery, The Punishment of Man’s Sin, Its Remedy, The Gospel of Christ, 2nd 
ed. (New Brunswick: J. Terhune’s Press, 1856), 81. 
47 Priest, Slavery, as It Relates to the Negro, 260; How, Slaveholding Not Sinful, 81. 
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lion who stood roaring before their cavern.”48 He followed this claim about lions with the 

rhetorical question, “How are the principles of the Declaration of Independence to be 

applied to this people?”49 This question highlights how mothering practices were utilized 

to maintain racial divides – for Christy, the supposed inhumanity of their treatment of 

infants proved that they were subhuman savages, which justified their exclusion from the 

body politic of the United States. 

Proslavery writers also described sales and murders of infants in Africa in 

attempts to demonstrate an inherent racial inferiority. Africans’ supposed carelessness 

towards infants, for Priest, reflected their status as even below that of animals. “Mothers, 

one would think, would love and protect their babes, as even this virtue is found 

instinctively possessed even by dumb beasts,” he suggested. But, according to Priest, an 

African woman sold her child for beads, because she “said that she loved her child, but 

that she loved beads far better.” 50 In suggesting that European women would not imagine 

selling children for material goods, Priest articulated the white supremacist racial chasm 

between Black and white women. Henry Field James similarly claimed that “many of the 

nations of Africa were cannibals,” so the “smiling babe” there was “sacrificed and 

prepared as food to appease the craving appetite.”51 Having related to readers this 

evidence of African savagery, James pleaded to “ye mothers of Christianized lands”: 

With hearts soft and affectionate, you tenderly love your offspring, your whole 
soul is enlisted in their health, life, and prosperity. Over their little feet you 
carefully watch in the morning of life, and kindly guide through the intricate 
mazes of this transitory world until you are assured of their arrival to the years of 

 
48 Henry Field James, Abolitionism Unveiled; Or, Its Origin, Progress, and Pernicious Tendency Fully 
Developed (1856), 39, Making of America Books, University of Michigan Library, 
https://name.umdl.umich.edu/ABT7278.0001.001; Christy, Pulpit Politics, 115.  
49 Christy, Pulpit Politics, 115.  
50 Priest, Slavery, as It Relates to the Negro, 265-266. 
51 James, Abolitionism Unveiled, 39. 
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maturity. Why should you deplore the fate of those who descend from cannibal 
sires?52 
 

In this direct address to white women, James upheld the love and nurture that defined 

white motherhood as fundamentally antithetical to Black womanhood. White women 

should not sympathize with the enslaved, according to James, precisely because their 

capacities for mothering were categorically different. 

Howell Cobb similarly cited travel literature to articulate racial difference. Cobb, 

who served as Speaker of the House of Representatives, Governor of Georgia, and 

secretary of the treasury, owned more than one hundred slaves valued at over $100,000 

and was thus “wholly dedicated to slavery.”53 In A Scriptural Examination of the 

Institution of the United States, he differentiated between the behaviors of different 

groups of Africans, asserting that while “tame Hottentots seldom destroy their children, 

except in a fit of passion,” the “Bushmen will kill their children without remorse on 

various occasions.”54 For Cobb, even “tame” Africans (an animalistic descriptor) 

sometimes committed infanticide, thus proving his larger argument that slavery was 

necessary to lift the entirety of Africa “from her deep degradation, to a state of civil and 

religious liberty.”55 

 Along with depicting of the savagery of Africa, proslavery proponents frequently 

portrayed Black life in the North. They charged that, without the supervision of white 

mistresses, Black women’s inability to properly provide infant care would precipitate the 

 
52 James, Abolitionism Unveiled, 39.  
53 James C. Cobb, “What Kind of Cobb Are You?: Class, Wealth, and Power in the Real and Remembered 
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decline of the Black population. Priest warned of the dangers of the North to the survival 

of the Black population, because “in all the states where they are free, the negro 

population decreases in numbers with rapid stride.”56 Christy similarly claimed that the 

Black race was “tending to extinction” in areas “wherever freedom prevails.”57 Historians 

have proven that fertility rates for the white, enslaved, and free Black populations all 

declined, in varying amounts, in the antebellum period. While the free Black fertility rate 

did fall 10.8% below the national average in this period, Richard H. Steckel convincingly 

suggests that limited marriage opportunities for the free Black population, along with the 

dangers that came with traveling for courtship, are likely factors in explaining this 

trend.58 According to Priest, however, the problems of natural increase among the Black 

population stemmed from their “imprudence towards their infants,” which manifested in 

a “want of care, as respects a covering from the elements, suitable food and clothing, and 

medical attendance.” Christy relatedly contended that free Black women were “incapable 

of caring for themselves and their offspring.” Priest clarified that this lack of care 

provided for infants was due to a racial pathology, being a “natural characteristic of the 

race.”59  

Authors contended that free societies like the Northern United States, as well as 

England, did not represent true freedom for Black men and women because these 

societies were defined by poverty, vice, and violence. The title of Page’s novel alone – 

Uncle Robin, In His Cabin in Virginia, and Tom Without One in Boston – indicates this 

 
56 Priest, Slavery as it Relates to the Negro, 368.  
57 Christy, Pulpit Politics, 44. 
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strategy. For proslavery authors, this conception of the North impeded women’s ability to 

mother their children. MacMahon, for instance, attempted to prove that the Northern 

Black population was degraded, impoverished, and lazy, while the Southern Black 

population was “removed from all these vices.” In doing so, he claimed that the North 

was characterized by “long processions of poverty and sorrow-stricken women, with their 

famishing infants clinging to their milkless breasts.”60 Here, MacMahon invoked imagery 

of breastfeeding to portray the poverty of free societies, a fate which Black women would 

supposedly never face in the South. 

Similarly, in Liberia, Hale argued that freed slaves could not prosper in the North. 

She narrated the story of a formerly enslaved woman who tried to make a living with her 

husband in a Northern city. These two characters succumbed to alcoholism and emotional 

despair, which ultimately led to the death of the woman’s infant. The death of the infant 

thematically underscored the novel’s depiction of the “deep degradation” of the North, 

and the favorability of colonization in Africa.61 In describing the conditions of this 

woman, the author specified that she had “no human aid near.”62 This detail created a 

significant distinction between the supposed isolation that Northern mothers faced and 

the communal aspect of Southern infant care, where mistresses and other enslaved 

women were available for help. Writers also argued that Northern employers were 

abusive. In her anti-Tom novel, Ellen, or the Fanatic’s Daughter, V. G. Cowdin narrated 

the scene of a formerly enslaved girl laboring for a northern woman, who “severely 

 
60 MacMahon, Cause and Contrast, 82.  
61 Sarah Josepha Hale, Liberia; or, Mr. Peyton’s Experiments (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1853), 106-
107, Making of America Books, University of Michigan Library, 
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62 Hale, Liberia, 108.  
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reprimanded” the girl with violence if she failed to properly nurse the woman’s child at 

night.63 With this image, Cowdin evoked the violence that Southern mistresses exercised 

over their enslaved laborers but instead attributed it to Northern employers, a common 

rhetorical strategy in anti-Tom novels.64 

These writers portrayed the North as fundamentally unsafe for Black women and 

their children, strengthening their portrayal of the South as a haven for the Black 

population. In The Cabin and the Parlor, Philadelphia writer and editor Charles Jacobs 

Peterson (writing under the pseudonym J. Thornton Randolph) conveyed the danger of 

the North through the depiction of an anti-Black riot in a northern city. This image aimed 

to paint the Northern population as more racist and dangerous than Southern enslavers. 

Peterson described the mob’s confrontation with a formerly enslaved woman living there, 

who struggled to care for her infant in the squalor of the North. She declared that “wicked 

men” were coming to murder her child, “but that they should kill her first before her 

darling should be touched.” When they arrived, “only one instinct remained, that of 

endeavoring to save her child.”65 Unlike other proslavery authors, Peterson characterized 

this Black woman as intensely maternal towards her own child to reinforce his depiction 

of terror in the North, demonstrating the flexibility and contradictions of white 

supremacist thought.66 This sensationalized image of abolitionist activity in the North 

was likely motivated in part by Peterson’s desire for profit, as he was the “foremost 

 
63 Mrs. V. G. Cowdin, Ellen, or the Fanatic’s Daughter (Mobile: S. H. Goetzel and Co., 1860), 62.  
64 Templeton observes that authors often “transferred [the violence of slavery] onto other characters” in 
anti-Tom literature. Templeton, “Anti-Tom Literature,” 137. 
65 Randolph, The Cabin and Parlor, 221.  
66 Charles Jacob Peterson [J. Thornton Randolph, pseud.], The Cabin and Parlor; or, Slaves and Masters 
(Philadelphia: T. B. Peterson, 1852), 216.  
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publisher of sensational fiction and cheap reprints” in the mid-nineteenth century.67 

Peterson likely recognized that fear-mongering depictions of the Black population in the 

North would be eagerly consumed across the U.S.  

In response to the wave of abolitionist literature published in the mid-nineteenth 

century, authors also portrayed the North as violently overrun by abolitionist agitators, 

who exploited Black men and women and corrupted Black women’s devotion to children. 

Representations of abolitionists as dishonest and immoral instigators of disorder are 

common in this literature, and stories of abolitionists’ harmful interactions with mothers 

further heightened these depictions of the evils of abolition.68 In Eastman’s Aunt Phillis’s 

Cabin, for instance, two characters move to Boston to quell issues caused by 

abolitionists. They encounter a Black woman, Susan, who recalled her tumultuous 

experience when she was “seduced off by the Abolitionists” – these abolitionists had 

convinced her to abandon her previous enslavers, including her mistress and her baby, 

and they then sent her to work for an abusive Northern employer for meager wages.69 

When Susan hoped to return to her old enslavers, the enslavers refused, as the mistress 

had been “made very sick by the shock of losing Susan, and the over-exertion necessary 

in the care of her child,” ultimately resulting in the death of the child.70 This plot, which 

plays out as a minor storyline of the novel, highlighted the dangers of abolitionism to 

women and children. For Eastman, when Black women succumbed to abolitionism and 

abandoned slavery, their unique bond with white children was broken, and they instead 

 
67 John William Tebbel, Between Covers: The Rise and Transformation of Book Publishing in America 
(Oxford University Press, 1987), 71.  
68 Templeton, “Anti-Tom Literature,” 137-138.  
69 Eastman, Aunt Phillis’s Cabin, 57-60.  
70 Eastman, Aunt Phillis’s Cabin, 65.  
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labored under worse conditions in the North. At the same time, when these Black women 

abandoned their mistresses, mistresses did not have the proper physical or emotional 

support to properly care for their children.  

In addition to the negative impacts on Black mothering, writers also contended 

that free labor societies degraded white women. Fitzhugh argued that free labor societies 

created poverty for white women that was unknown in slave societies. He narrated an 

observer from England, who claimed he had seen “a mother offer the gin bottle for the 

breast.”71 William Harper argued that free labor societies, like New York and 

Philadelphia, bred prostitution and children borne out of wedlock. Unmarried mothers, 

according to Harper, were then “driven by necessity to further vice.”72 He compared the 

situation of unwed white mothers in the South to unwed Black women in the South. The 

enslaved woman, to Harper, did not become a “less useful member of society,” and her 

offspring “is not a burden but an acquisition to the owner,” whose “support is provided 

for,” and “is brought up to usefulness.”73 Partus sequitur ventrem thus proved to be a 

beneficial aspect of slavery to Harper, as slavery valued and encouraged the reproduction 

of enslaved women in a way that wage labor in the North did not. 

Innocence at the Slave Market 

Along with their attacks on the North, proslavery defenders struck back at another 

abolitionist talking point: the systemic separation of families, and specifically the 

removal of infants from enslaved women within slavery. Abolitionists had levied 

 
71 George Fitzhugh, Cannibals All! Or, Slaves Without Masters (Richmond: A. Morris, 1857), 230-231, 
Documenting the American South, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Library, 
https://docsouth.unc.edu/southlit/fitzhughcan/fitzcan.html.  
72 William Harper, “Slavery in the Light of Social Ethics,” in Cotton is King, and Pro-Slavery Arguments: 
Comprising the Writings of Hammond, Harper, Christy, Stringfellow, Hodge, Bledsoe, and Cartwright, on 
This Important Subject (Augusta, GA: Pritchard, Abbot & Loomis, 1860), 581. 
73 William Harper, “Slavery in the Light of Social Ethics,” 582.  
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unwavering attacks against the cruelty of Southerners for this practice, and different 

defensive strategies emerged. Some acknowledged the reality of this practice but argued 

that enslaved women were not impacted by such an act because of their animal-like 

attachments to their children. Others denied the reality of infant separations entirely, 

arguing that the legal and quotidian paternalistic structure of slavery prevented these 

separations, thus bolstering their claims of a positive relationship between slaveholder 

and slave.  

In the face of abolitionist evidence of infant-parent separations, some proslavery 

advocates acknowledged the reality of family separations, but they endeavored to justify 

these transactions in a number of ways. Drawing upon the conclusions of racial scientists, 

some argued that family separations did not hold the same meaning to the Black race as 

they would for the white race because of deficiencies of intellect. Priest, for example, 

claimed that abolitionists’ claims about family separations were invalid because of the 

“want of the higher intellectual faculties of the mind of the blacks.” Having discussed the 

supposed degradation of Africans, Priest proclaimed, “Does it not appear that there is a 

difference between the affections of the two races toward their offspring, and that the 

separating of negro parents from their children is not as grievous as abolitionists seem to 

believe?”74 For Priest, a fundamental lack of maternal attachment in Black women 

justified the systemic removal of children from their parents in the system of slavery. 

James Henry Hammond similarly contended that while these transactions were rare, 

“negroes themselves are both perverse and comparatively indifferent” to them.75 Caroline 

 
74 Priest, Slavery, as It Relates to the Negro, 384-385.  
75 James Henry Hammond, “Hammond’s Letters on Slavery,” in The Pro-Slavery Argument, as Maintained 
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Rush invoked a comparison of Black and white mothers in her anti-Tom novel, claiming, 

“tenderness that is but natural in the breast of a white mother, is very much lessened in 

the blacks.”76 Rush thus racialized Black women as biologically, or “naturally,” less 

civilized compared to white women.  

Others argued that familial ties were irrelevant to the question of property. In 

Nicholas Brimblecomb’s publication, Uncle Tom’s Cabin in Ruins! Triumphant Defence 

of Slavery!, he asserted that there was “not the slightest difference in the world” between 

enslaved people and cattle because enslaved people were “just as much the property of 

their owner as the ox, the cow, or the calf.”77 While he conceded that it was “not entirely 

unnatural” for enslaved mothers to “sometimes to show a degree of feeling, when their 

little ones are taken away,” he immediately equated such a feeling to that of a pig when 

its offspring was sold. Because familial relation was disregarded in the case of pigs, so it 

too should be in the case of enslaved people. He concluded, “the amount of it all is, they 

are property, and to be treated and used as such.”78  

More commonly, though, proslavery authors acknowledged that infant-mother 

separations were harmful because they fundamentally disrupted family ties. For instance, 

Adams deemed these separations an “inherent, awful nature of the present system of 

slavery.” These separations were possible, according to Adams, because slavery 

dislocated the maternal instinct that God implanted in the hearts of mothers; it “loosened 
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the natural attachments of . . . woman to her offspring.”79 Some authors, like Adams, thus 

saw truth in the abolitionist refrain that the separation of mothers and children was a 

fundamental transgression of nature.80 This admission reveals a fundamental instability in 

slavery – the recognition of humanity in those treated as chattel.  

Edward J. Stearns, a Maryland reverend and professor, similarly acquiesced that 

familial separations were more prevalent “than [was] necessary to the system” in his 

Notes on Uncle Tom’s Cabin. He argued that states should establish laws that legally 

prevented the separation of enslaved women and their children younger than ten, like 

Louisiana had.81 Stearns nevertheless lambasted Stowe’s portrayal of them as quotidian 

transactions, because her only evidence was “negro testimony to four isolated instances,” 

without a “single white witness.”82 Despite his acknowledgement of the reality of 

separations, he viewed Stowe’s narration of this “negro testimony” as fundamentally 

unreliable.  

Others considered family separations evil but argued they were no different from, 

or even preferable to, systems in free labor societies. Samuel Seabury acknowledged the 

reality of family separations, but then rhetorically asked Northern readers to “look 

round,” and find a “family that has not been separated.” Seabury contended that 

circumstances surrounding commerce, the military, and prisons all resulted in the 
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separation of families, so the South was not unique in this practice.83 Edward J. Pringle 

conveyed a more radical argument, contending that it was “better that the maternal 

instinct should be blunted” in enslaved women through the removal of their children, 

because it was a “lesser evil” than their fates in free labor societies. According to Pringle, 

the poverty and crime there would undoubtedly lead to lives of “vice and dissipation” for 

women and children.84 

Even when proslavery authors acknowledged the reality of Black familial ties, 

they still racialized women as uncivilized. Van Evrie saw only infant-mother separations 

(and not the separations of older children from their mothers) as unacceptable, because he 

believed the Black women’s instinct was strong only in the first few years of a child’s 

life, just as in animals. While he claimed that the forced separation of mother and child 

was an “outrage on nature” that the “hearts and instincts of the dominant race” actively 

prevent, it was only an outrage “so long as the maternal instinct remains, or her care of 

the offspring is needed.”85 

Similarly, Mississippi attorney and militia general William B. Trotter claimed that 

enslaved people “possess a strong attachment for their own children, and are endued with 

that parental care for their own brood which is common to all animals.”86 Because of this 

attachment, Trotter implored slaveholders to not “separate them when the child is under 
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ten years old, under any pretense whatever.”87 For Trotter, this suggestion extended not 

simply to buying and selling but to the physical distance between mother and child during 

labor, as he believed enslaved women should watch their children during the day.88 

Despite this seemingly humane suggestion, he argued that enslaved women’s maternal 

instinct was so animal-like that though they would go to a “great deal of trouble to attend 

to their own children and administer their wants,” they would also “neglect the child of 

one of their best friends.”89 The racialization of the Black race here is clear, as Trotter 

also claimed that the “negro race is far inferior, in point of natural affection, to whites.”90  

Because some proslavery advocates believed that separations disrupted family 

ties, they considered the best defense of the South’s reputation to be the denial of the 

practice altogether. Eastman reduced abolitionist claims to sensationalized falsehoods, 

proclaiming that “it will do well enough, in a book of romance, to describe infants torn 

from the arms of their shrieking mothers, and sold for five and ten dollars” because “the 

mass of readers are fond of horrors,” but “it is not true.”91 She also acknowledged that the 

separation of enslaved infants from enslaved women would be a “horror.”92 Brown 

asserted that Southern law prevented the occurrence of separations. This legal structure 

proved a “blessing to the slave” and was “no where secured to the poor hireling,” as the 

labor structures of the North “are daily separating parents and children.”93 To Brown, the 

South actually protected the structure of the family in a way that the North did not.  

 
87 William B. Trotter, A History and Defense of African Slavery (Quitman, MS: Published for the author, 
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For many authors, the real horror of this practice was its disruption of the 

supposed attachment between enslavers and the enslaved. Projecting a strong sense of 

paternalism, proslavery defenders argued that enslavers themselves could have never sold 

the slaves they saw as children. Schoolcraft contended that she did not believe that “such 

a monstrosity” as mother-infant separation ever occurred in South Carolina, because “a 

mistress there universally takes more care of her little negro property, than a black mother 

ever does of her children.”94 This example again demonstrates how the maternal nature of 

white womanhood was defined through the denigration of Black womanhood. For 

Schoolcraft, Black women’s attachment to and protection of enslaved children was 

negligible, but white women’s attachment to Black children compelled them to prevent 

such cruelties.  

Portrayals of Southerners who actively prevented family separations highlighted 

the supposed benefits of the Southern system. Authors depicted Southerners as so 

humane that they saved enslaved people from this potential cruelty at the slave market. In 

these narrations, individual bad men were to blame for selling infants from their mothers, 

while heroic, paternalistic slaveholders sought to keep them together. Indeed, proslavery 

advocates characterized family separations as external threats, rather than a feature of the 

slave system. Walter Johnson identifies the ubiquity of the “slave-buyer-as-paternalist” 

character in proslavery literature, who pursued the reunification of families that had been 

separated by the “disembodied power of the marketplace.”95  
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For instance, in Uncle Robin, Page narrated a slave sale, where a slaveholder 

bought an enslaved woman along with her infant and husband and “promised not to 

separate them.” An onlooker of this sale exclaimed, “Hurrah for old Virginia 

humanity!”96 A similar scene played out in Adams’s A South-Side View of Slavery. As a 

Northern visitor to the South, he witnessed the sale of an infant from its mother, which he 

identified as the “most awful feature” of slavery. But Southern men swore to him that 

“nothing of the kind ever took place before,” reassuring Adams that “the system had not 

steeled the feelings” of Southerners. This conclusion was further bolstered by Adams’s 

claim that, in hearing about this sale, a group of Southern white women “became pale 

with emotion; they were silent; they were filled with evident distress.” 97 To Adams, this 

reaction underscored the motherliness that white women felt towards enslaved children. 

After an elaborate scheme, an enslaver purchased the infant and reconnected it with its 

mother. Stories like these imparted in Adams a “deep respect and sympathy for those 

slaveholders” because many of them “suffer[ed] hardship and loss in their efforts to keep 

the members of their slave families together.”98 Adams’s narration of this story stressed 

the noble paternalism of enslavers.  

Proslavery authors thus levied a multifaceted, sometimes conflicting argument 

against Northern claims of familial separations in slavery. Some dismissed charges of 

Southern cruelty, arguing that family separations did not meaningful impact Black 

women. Others argued that the paternalist structure of the slave system protected 

enslaved people from this cruelty. These argumentative approaches nevertheless 
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combined to justify the system of slavery through both the denigration of Black women 

as property and the exaltation of white men and women as benevolent saviors.  

Conclusion 

 Proslavery advocates portrayed practices and ideas about mothering in 

paradoxical ways. They both repudiated and embraced the maternal instinct of Black 

women, promoting the South as the ideal place for Black women to mother their infants 

and denying women’s ability to do so. These contradicting depictions of Black women as 

both maternal and neglectful did not undermine the project of slavery or white 

supremacy, however. Even when their mothering capacities were praised, portrayals of 

Black women’s mothering inextricably tied them to their subordinate positions within 

slavery. Indeed, by representing Black women as ultra-maternal, slavery apologists 

explained the reproductive labor they completed for white children. And this portrayal of 

Black women’s negligence further reinforced the virtuous nature of white womanhood, as 

proslavery advocates consistently upheld white women as the ultimate mothers, who 

could impart health and salvation on Black children as well as their own. 

The ideas that proslavery writers promoted were, of course, ineffective in 

preventing the emancipation of enslaved people during the Civil War. These ideas, 

however, afforded these authors success as politicians, writers, and public intellectuals 

throughout their careers. George Fitzhugh’s reputation in the Southern intellectual circle 

was cemented through two proslavery works, while the popularity of Eastman’s Aunt 

Phillis’s Cabin led to future book deals.99 Even more importantly, their ideas about 

mothering had real lived effects for decades after 1865. As Chapter Five will explore, the 
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134 

image of the Black woman as a “mammy” in the white household has endured both 

within the structure of labor systems and within the American imagination for more than 

century after the end of slavery.100 Prior to the end of the Civil War, these proslavery 

ideas also shaped actively abolitionist strategies in fighting slavery. Abolitionists were 

particularly concerned with disproving proslavery claims that Black women were 

negligent mothers. The next chapter will explore abolitionists’ strategic positioning of 

enslaved women as paragons of maternal virtue. 
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Chapter Four: “Sympathy with Your Suffering Sister”?: Maternal Appeals, 
Abolitionism, and Women’s Rights 

 
 

 In the 1845 edition of The Liberty Bell, an abolitionist gift book sold by the 

Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society, Portsmouth writer Charlotte H. L. Coues pleaded to 

women readers in her “Appeal to Mothers.” “Free-born, happy mother,” she proclaimed, 

“can you . . . not feel your heart swell almost to anguish, in sympathy with your suffering 

sister?” Coues then implored, “Think then what must be the agony of heart to one whose 

child is removed . . . to have it torn from the arms which had embraced it from infancy,” 

before concluding, “Truly must the poor mother’s heart be ‘turned within her,’ and her 

soul ache to madness.”1 In this appeal, Coues invoked the feelings of white women 

readers, asking them to relate to the struggle of enslaved women through their shared 

status as mothers. She presumed to comprehend the emotional toll of familial separations 

on enslaved women, despite being a Northern white woman.2 In aiming to garner white 

sympathy for enslaved women through appeals to mothering, Coues utilized a common 

abolitionist rhetorical strategy of the antebellum period. Despite claiming to act on behalf 

of their “suffering sisters,” however, abolitionists did not create an interracial 

“sisterhood” between white and Black women.  

This chapter argues that abolitionist portrayals of motherhood functionally 

reinforced the ideological power of white womanhood over Black womanhood.3 

 
1 Charlotte H. L. Coues, “An Appeal to Mothers,” The Liberty Bell (Boston: Massachusetts Anti-Slavery 
Fair, 1845), 4-7. 
2 Coues Family Papers, Portsmouth Athenaeum, https://portsmouthathenaeum.org/coues-family-11/.  
3 Stanley Harrold has noted the difference between the abolitionist movement, whose members were 
dedicated to ending slavery quickly in the U.S., and the antislavery movement, which was broader, less 
radical, and often motivated by the protection of white Northern interests. This chapter focuses on the 
abolitionist movement, as my analysis focuses on leaders and authors who sought, through political and 
cultural influence, to end slavery. See Stanley Harrold, American Abolitionism: Its Direct Political Impact 
from Colonial Times into Reconstruction (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2019), 2-3.  
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Abolitionists applied norms of white womanhood – namely, love, devotion, and care for 

children – to their depictions of enslaved women to elicit sympathy for the cause, but 

these representations did not elevate Black women into a shared normative womanhood.4 

Instead, I argue that white authors often cast Black women as caricatured objects of pity 

and white readers as their moral, motherly saviors of them. In these portrayals, white 

abolitionists circumscribed Black women’s experience of and feelings about motherhood 

onto them, erasing the complexity of their real lived experience in favor of 

representations that white women found relatable. Sympathetic representations of Black 

women served to reflect white women’s own purpose and duty as mothers back to them, 

as they were called to see themselves in the place of enslaved women. Furthermore, 

appeals to motherhood in abolitionist literature sometimes ignored enslaved women 

entirely, instead focusing solely on slavery’s effects on white women. Practically, these 

depictions encouraged white women to exert increasing power in the abolitionist 

movement, legitimizing the political role that abolitionist activism afforded to them. 

White women also regularly ignored the concerns and participation of Black women in 

the abolitionist movement, demonstrating that their depictions of Black mothers did not 

create any sort of shared version of womanhood.5  

 
4 Kathleen Brown, Undoing Slavery: Bodies, Race, and Rights in the Age of Abolition (University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2023), 214; Kristin Hoganson, “Garrisonian Abolitionists and the Rhetoric of Gender, 
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Gender: The Rhetoric of Women’s Antislavery Activism in the Liberty Bell Giftbooks,” Women’s Studies in 
Communication 32, no. 3 (Fall 2009): 295. 
5 While my project argues that slavery denied motherhood to enslaved women, I employ the term 
“motherhood” in this chapter to describe the kinds of appeals activists made. I do so because abolitionists 
intentionally depicted enslaved women as mothers who shared the same institution of motherhood as white 
women. My use of the term exposes the aims and intentions of these authors but does not attempt to argue 
that motherhood was a reality in slavery. 
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This chapter compares the works of white abolitionists with those of Black 

abolitionist women and men, arguing that Black activists subverted the racial 

condescension of white activists and critiqued racist depictions of Black womanhood as 

static and one-dimensional. While white abolitionists asked white readers to imagine 

themselves in place of enslaved mothers, formerly enslaved authors more often 

acknowledged the impossibility of such a task. In recognizing that mothering under 

slavery was largely unfathomable to readers, Black writers avoided the prioritization of 

white women readers’ feelings and actions. Moreover, Black abolitionist women 

persevered in their activist work in the face of racism from white abolitionists, fighting 

both for the abolition of slavery and the betterment of the lives of free Black men and 

women.  

 This chapter will also examine the work of women’s rights activists in the mid-

nineteenth century, many of whose political activism began in the abolitionist movement. 

I argue that abolitionists’ depictions of enslaved mothering provided white suffragists 

with a strategic roadmap for the use of Black women as a rhetorical tool that could be 

disingenuously embraced or, more commonly, callously disregarded depending on the 

needs and goals of white activists. In using maternal depictions of Black women in 

abolitionist literature to reflect and reinforce the authority of white women in the 

abolitionist movement, white activists effectively practiced prioritizing the goals of white 

women at the expense of Black women, a strategy that they later employed in the 

suffrage movement. Indeed, an examination of the early women’s rights movement 

demonstrates that if Black women could not be fashioned into a strategic activist symbol, 

white women largely ignored their concerns and goals.  
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This chapter thus builds on a recent historiographical trend that uncovers how 

abolitionist depictions of motherhood articulated notions of difference, even as they 

worked towards the legal freedom of the enslaved population. The final chapter of Nora 

Doyle’s Maternal Bodies argues that antislavery poetry and visual culture reproduced, 

rather than transcended, racial boundaries. For Doyle, “the enslaved mother in antislavery 

was not meant to be revered for her ethereal influence,” but she was instead set apart as 

wilder, more unpredictable, and less spiritual than the tranquil and piously resigned white 

mother in sentimental poetry.6 Jasmine Cobb’s article, “‘Forget Me Not’: Free Black 

Women and Sentimentality,” similarly asserts that depictions of Black women in white 

abolitionist literature turned Black mothers into “sentimental objects, and not feeling 

subjects.”7 Relatedly, Louise Michele Newman’s White Women’s Rights: The Racial 

Origins of Feminism in the United States demonstrates that the suffrage movement 

promoted the maintenance of white supremacy in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. This chapter adds to Newman’s scholarship through its examination of the 

“racial origins” of white women’s work in the abolitionist movement.8 

  This chapter is informed by Saidiya Hartman’s critique of spectacular violence in 

abolitionist literature in Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self Making in 

Nineteenth-Century America. In this foundational work, Hartman questions whether 

depictions of violence against slaves actually garnered empathy amongst readers. She 

suggests that they instead exacerbated a combination of tendencies: a “prurience” and an 

 
6 Nora Doyle, Maternal Bodies: Redefining Motherhood in Early American (University of North Carolina 
Press, 2018), 178-179, 185. 
7 Jasmine Cobb, “Forget Me Not: Free Black Women and Sentimentality,” MELUS: Multi-Ethnic Literature 
of the U.S. 40, no. 3 (2015): 29. 
8 Louise Michele Newman, White Women’s Rights: The Racial Origins of Feminism in the United States 
(Oxford University Press, 1999). 
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“indifference to suffering” as a consequence of spectacle, along with a “narcissistic 

identification that obliterates the other.”9 This chapter elucidates this narcissistic 

identification wherein white readers imagined themselves in the place of the slave to 

empathize with them. According to Hartman, this “empathy” required white readers to 

“supplant the black captive to give expression to black suffering,” thus reproducing “the 

denial of black sentience and the obscurity of suffering.”10 Hartman’s analysis of this 

point focuses primarily on spectacular scenes of violence in abolitionist literature, like, 

for instance, Frederick Douglass’s narration of the beating of his aunt Hester. This 

chapter applies her theory not only to scenes of violence, but to scenes of love between 

mothers and children. I argue that appeals to mothering encouraged white readers to 

imagine themselves in place of enslaved women, which consequently obscured the lived 

experience of enslaved women and bolstered white abolitionist women’s sense of selves 

as mothers and activists.  

The indispensable role that women played in the abolitionist movement is central 

to my argument. White women were ideologically deemed promoters of morals and 

virtue after the Revolutionary period, so they felt compelled to fight against what they 

saw as the moral issue of slavery.11 The radical sphere of abolitionism, headed largely by 

William Lloyd Garrison and his Garrisonian ideological collaborators, accepted women 

into their circles. Women became “abolition’s most effective foot soldiers,” fundraising 

 
9 Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America 
(Oxford University Press, 1997), 2. 
10 Hartman, Scenes of Subjection, 26. 
11 See Linda Kerber, Women of the Republic: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary America (University 
of North Carolina Press, 1980).  
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and organizing against the institution of slavery.12 As such, many abolitionists aimed to 

directly persuade white female readers to join the cause, with white Northern women 

becoming a crucial audience for the texts examined in this chapter. However, entrenched 

gendered notions about women’s “proper” participation led to the establishment of 

female-only antislavery societies, with women’s participation often limited in scope to 

traditional feminine activities, like antislavery sewing circles and fundraising.13 

Nevertheless, Black and white women emerged as abolitionist leaders who organized 

petitions, spoke on lecture circuits, and contributed to abolitionist newspapers and 

publications.14  

These actions had revolutionary impact. Abolitionist women actively subverted 

gendered norms through their political participation, contradicting the patriarchal image 

of women confined solely to the domestic sphere.15 As public speakers and authors of 

incisive political commentary, abolitionist women asserted newfound power in the public 

sphere. This work motivated them to fight not only for the freedom of the enslaved but 

also for the betterment of women, as women in the early nineteenth century could not 

vote, could not enter most professions, and had no legal rights over their children or 

property when they married.16 With their legal rights largely subsumed under their 

husbands’, white women began to articulate themselves as enslaved to their husbands, 

 
12 Manisha Sinha, The Slave’s Cause: A History of Abolition (Yale University Press, 2016), 266-276; James 
Basker, “American Antislavery Literature, 1688 to 1865: An Introduction,” Etudes Anglaises 70, vol. 3 
(2017): 263.  
13 Shirley J. Yee, Black Women Abolitionists: A Study in Activism (University of Tennessee Press, 1992), 3; 
Sinha, The Slave’s Cause, 276-277.  
14 Kathryn Kish Sklar, Women’s Rights Emerges Within the Antislavery Movement, 1830-1870 (Bedford/St. 
Martin’s: 2000), 2; Sinha, The Slave’s Cause, 279.  
15 Jean Fagan Yellin, Women & Sisters: The Antislavery Feminists in American Culture (Yale University 
Press, 1989), 25-26. 
16 Gerda Lerner, The Grimké Sisters from South Carolina: Pioneers for Woman’s Rights and Abolition 
(Schocken Books, 1971), 4.  
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which helped motivate a separate women’s rights movement. In this way, women’s 

participation in abolitionism motivated their fight for the expansion of the power 

associated with normative womanhood. 

 This chapter is organized into three sections. The first section traces depictions of 

and appeals to motherhood during the first decades of the abolitionist movement, arguing 

that these depictions functioned to objectify Black women and appeal to the moral and 

political identities of white women. It examines abolitionist speeches and articles of 

women published by women in anti-slavery tracts and gift books, like The Liberty Bell, 

which were important sites of gendered rhetoric about motherhood because women 

regularly authored articles during its publication.17 The second section examines 

published slave narratives, like that of Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs, along with 

Harriet Beecher’s Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. This section demonstrates that Black 

abolitionists endeavored to demonstrate the complexity of Black motherhood in slavery, 

but Stowe’s depiction of mothering, along with her own public work, caricatured Black 

women’s experiences and spotlighted white women’s feelings and abolitionist work. The 

third and final section examines the emergence of the women’s rights movement from the 

abolitionist movement. It argues that suffragists embraced the goals and participation of 

Black women – like, notably, Sojourner Truth – only when it was politically expedient. 

They otherwise abandoned the cause of Black women, especially in the years following 

the Civil War.18 

 
17 Harris, “Motherhood, Race, and Gender,” 296. 
18 This chapter deliberately avoids analysis of abolitionist depictions of infanticide, including abolitionist 
reports of the case of Margaret Garner as well as the depiction of character Cassy’s decision to kill her 
infant son with laudanum in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. This choice reflects my understanding that analysis of 
infanticide in slavery demands a level of rigor in terms of theory and historiography falls outside the scope 
of my project. See the conclusion for my suggestions for future scholarship related to infanticide. 
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Appeals to Mothering in the Early Abolitionist Movement 

 As the abolitionist movement kicked off in the early 1830s, representations of 

mothering soon emerged as a useful technique for activists to garner sympathy from 

reading audiences. While these depictions often imparted ideals of white womanhood, 

like motherly love and devotion, onto enslaved women, they did not actually elevate 

Black women into a shared version of womanhood that transcended racial boundaries. 

White women’s treatment of Black women in abolitionist spaces certainly evidences this 

reality. Analysis of early literature also reveals this perpetuation of difference, namely 

through the objectification of Black women, direct appeals to white mothers, and concern 

about slavery’s effects on white Southern women.  

 Black Americans had long articulated abolitionist political goals, and Black 

women were involved in organized abolitionism since its inception. Free Black women 

were regular contributors to Garrison’s Liberator and were founders of antislavery 

societies, like the first women’s antislavery society in Salem, Massachusetts. As Shirley 

Yee notes, most Black abolitionist women were ordinary wage earners who did what they 

could for the cause as they struggled to survive.19 Many (though not all) prominent Black 

abolitionist leaders, however, networked in elite social circles. Maria W. Stewart, a 

regular in Boston’s Black intellectual spaces, became one of the first, if not the first, 

American woman to speak publicly to a “promiscuous” audience of both men and 

women.20 These abolitionist women built communities that fought against slavery as they 

simultaneously provided material support for free Black men and women in the North.21 

 
19 Yee, Black Women Abolitionists, 12. 
20 Douglas A. Jones, Maria W. Stewart: Essential Writings of a 19th Century Black Abolitionist (Oxford 
University Press, 2024), xxvii-xxviii. 
21 Yee, Black Women Abolitionists, 2. 
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Abolitionist Sarah Mapps Douglass (unrelated to Frederick Douglass), for instance, 

focused her efforts on providing an education to the Black population of Philadelphia.22 

Many were eager to work with white women abolitionists and embraced the integration 

of antislavery societies, as shown through the establishment of the Philadelphia Female 

Anti-Slavery Society. This integration encouraged Black and white women to utilize 

similar rhetorical strategies in their speeches and publications.23 

Indeed, Black and white women alike embraced the strategy of appealing to 

motherhood, as it proved useful in a number of ways. It aimed to elevate enslaved people 

into a shared category of humanity so that readers would feeling sympathy for the 

enslaved population. Descriptions of enslaved women’s love for their children argued 

directly against claims made by proslavery advocates and racial scientists that Black 

women were negligent mothers. This strategy aimed to “create a common bond between 

all women abolitionists and slave women.”24 In appealing to motherhood – a 

foundational aspect of normative womanhood – abolitionists appealed to women’s sense 

of moral authority in the domestic sphere, especially more conservative women who 

embraced their traditional role as mothers.25 These appeals legitimized the political 

participation of women, as they called upon white women to tap into their moral duties as 

mothers to act politically in order to protect Southern slaves.26 Kathleen Brown argues 

that white women’s empathy for enslaved mothers also resulted from the restricted racial 

 
22 Carolyn Williams, “The Female Antislavery Movement: Fighting Against Racial Prejudice and 
Promoting Women’s Rights in Antebellum America,” in The Abolitionist Sisterhood: Women’s Political 
Culture in Antebellum America, eds. Jean Fagan Yellin and John C. Van Horne (Cornell University Press, 
1994), 164-165.  
23 Yee, Black Women Abolitionist, 87 
24 Yee, Black Women Abolitionists, 123. 
25 Brown, Undoing Slavery, 219-220.  
26 Vron Ware, Beyond the Pale: White Women, Racism, and History (Verso, 2015), 62. 
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and sexual hierarchy of the time. If white abolitionist women expressed too much 

empathy for Black men, they risked transgression of racial and sexual taboos of the time. 

Only women and children were deemed appropriate subjects of humanitarianism, and so 

they became an abolitionist focus.27  

Stories, speeches, and poems about the love of enslaved mothers for their 

children, and the suffering they endured in slavery, abounded in abolitionist literature. 

Authors underscored Black women’s love and devotion to their children in attempts to 

underscore slavery’s disruption of familial bonds. Poems about enslaved women and 

children (often titled “The Slave Mother”) were ubiquitous in these publications. These 

poems allowed authors to place enslaved women “in a familiar emotional space that 

appealed to the reader’s sympathies.”28  

While this strategic choice imparted abolitionist depictions of Black women with 

the ideals of white womanhood, the lived dynamics of abolitionist spaces reflect the 

maintenance of racial difference between women. When white women joined integrated 

abolitionist circles, for instance, they restricted the goals of these spaces. White women 

maintained that their efforts should concentrate on the larger Garrisonian goal of ending 

slavery through moral suasion, which dismissed Black women’s concerns that antislavery 

societies should use their monetary resources to help the free Black community.29 Some 

white abolitionist women sought to exclude Black women from their antislavery circles 

entirely. Other integrated groups, like the Ladies’ New York Anti-Slavery Society, 

maintained that members should be racially segregated during their organized meetings.30 

 
27 Brown, Undoing Slavery, 220-221.  
28 Doyle, Maternal Bodies, 180. 
29 Yee, Black Women Abolitionists, 89.  
30 Yee, Black Women Abolitionists, 91. 
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They also often obstructed the leadership of Black women in these spaces. In the 

Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society (founded by Black women), only white women 

served as president.31 

Indeed, white women’s participation in abolitionism was not solely motivated by 

empathy. Instead, participation in abolitionism was a means through which white women 

claimed moral, religious, and political virtue and authority. White women’s activism soon 

became a symbol of their public power and status. The distinct material culture 

abolitionist women embraced demonstrates this trend. Women purchased objects like 

tokens, handkerchiefs, and publications at anti-slavery bazaars, which they proudly 

displayed in their homes and on their bodies, signaling the superiority of their morals and 

politics.32 The ornamentation of their homes and bodies with abolitionist objects and texts 

allowed abolitionist women to publicly claim increased practical and ideological power. 

A close examination of maternal depictions in abolitionist literature also reveals 

the maintained preeminence of power of white womanhood over Black. For one, as 

historians like Kerri Greenidge have proven, white women’s depictions of Black women 

often objectified them.33 In depictions of mothering, white abolitionists commonly 

depicted Black women as frantic and emotionally unregulated. Dramatic, emotional 

reactions emphasized the devotion of enslaved women to their children, but these 

depictions also objectified Black women, as they relied on caricatured versions of 

 
31 Yee, Black Women Abolitionists, 104. 
32 Naomi Gardner, “Embroidering Emancipation: Female Abolitionists and Material Culture in Britain and 
the USA, c.1780-1865” (PhD diss., Royal Holloway, University of London, 2017), ch. 3, ProQuest 
(28980195); Harris, “Motherhood, Race, and Gender,” 294. 
33 Kerri K. Greenidge, The Grimkes: The Legacy of Slavery in an American Family (W. W. Norton & 
Company, 2023), 21. 
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enslaved women, in which authors presumed to know their experience and response to 

the trauma of slavery.   

For instance, in the abolitionist text An Appeal in Favor of That Class of 

Americans Called Africans, Lydia Maria Child, a politically minded abolitionist from 

Massachusetts, described a scene where a child was sold from his mother, and thus “torn 

from her maternal affection.” She was flogged after she made a “hideous howling.” When 

traders sold her other child, it “impelled her into a kind of madness,” where she “howled 

night and day in the yard; tore her hair; ran up and down the streets and the parade, 

rending the heavens with her cries.”34 Similarly, in an 1836 poem, “Think of Our 

Country’s Glory,” abolitionist Elizabeth Margaret Chandler wrote, “Think of the frantic 

mother/ lamenting for her child/ till falling lashes smother/ her cries of anguish wild!”35 

For Child and Chandler, anecdotes of “mad” enslaved mothers provided a useful 

illustration of the love and devotion that enslaved women had for their children. 

However, they also racialized enslaved women as fundamentally out of control of 

themselves, deviating from normative white womanhood’s emphasis on emotional 

regulation and restraint.36  

Linda M. Grasso’s scholarship on emotion in the nineteenth century is helpful in 

elucidating the objectification of Black women through excessive emotion. She 

demonstrates that, after the American Revolution, “women’s ability to contain dangerous 

emotionality” became “symbolic representation of the nation’s ability to control irrational 

 
34 Lydia Maria Child, An Appeal in Favor of that Class of Americans Called Africans (Boston: Allen and 
Ticknor, 1833), 202-203. 
35 Elizabeth Margaret Chandler, “Think of Our Country’s Glory,” in The Poetical Works of Elizabeth 
Margaret Chandler: With a Memoir of Her Life and Character, ed. Benjamin Lundy (Philadelphia: T. E. 
Chapman, 1845), 64. 
36 Doyle, Maternal Bodies, 184-185.  
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impulses that endanger the exercise of virtue.”37 Thus, “white men and women . . . 

defined their emotional behavior in contrast to that of the people they believed were 

uncivilized or undemocratic.”38 Portraying enslaved women as uncontrollably emotional 

worked in contrast with the duty of white women in the nineteenth century. 

Representations of overly emotional Black women broke the mold of this “feminine 

model of noble self-restraint,” and it implied that Black women could not embody the 

self-control necessary for virtuous citizenship.39  

Scholars like Hartman have also noted that abolitionist authors regularly depicted 

slavery through its extreme violence. These kinds of representations defined Black 

women by their violated and wounded bodies, which aimed to garner shock and 

sympathy in readers. For example, in 1834, Amos A. Phelps, minister and member of the 

American Anti-Slavery Society, published a widely circulated tract about slavery and 

abolition called Lectures on Slavery and Its Remedy. In it, Phelps narrated testimony from 

Captain Benjamin Morell, who encountered African slaves during a number of sea 

voyages. He described a scene in which African women were separated from their 

children and then whipped. The anecdote ended with the following description of female 

captives: “Their breasts were distended with the undrawn nutriment for the lack of which 

their babes perhaps were perishing; it was oozing in streams from their nipples, mingled 

with their own blood.”40 This description, repeated and thus endorsed by Phelps in his 

tract, was vivid and gruesome in its imagery of Black women and their reproductive 

 
37 Linda M. Grasso, The Artistry of Anger: Black and White Women’s Literature in America, 1820-1860 
(University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 29.  
38 Grasso, The Artistry of Anger, 53.  
39 Grasso, The Artistry of Anger, 153.  
40 Amos A. Phelps, Lectures on Slavery and Its Remedy (Boston: The New England Anti-Slavery Society, 
1834), 45.  
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organs. Hartman’s theoretical intervention helps explain this antislavery strategy, as she 

argues that these kinds of descriptions did not actually foster true empathy for readers. 

Instead, they called readers to imagine themselves in the place of these mothers, which 

obliterated the Black experience and instead reinforced the idea that Black subjectivity 

was inherently fungible under slavery.41 

I contend that appeals to mothering had the same effect, as writers regularly urged 

readers to think of their own children to understand the suffering of enslaved women. 

Their descriptions of mothering in slavery necessarily relied on white readers’ 

understanding of their own maternal affection, so that they could then potentially imagine 

that cruelty of slavery themselves. For instance, in an article titled “Pictures of Southern 

Life, for the Drawing Rooms of American Women” in The Liberty Bell, Caroline W. 

Healey Dall wanted her readers to “feel the wrongs of a million and a half sisters as if 

they were your own” and “nurture the rights of the unborn colored babe as you would 

those of the smiling child upon your knees.”42 Here, Dall directly asked her readers to put 

themselves in the place of enslaved women, making Black women’s suffering intelligible 

to women readers by appealing to their identities as mothers.  

In calling on women to consider the suffering of enslaved women as their own, 

writers and readers alike placed white women’s experience into the foreground of these 

appeals. Eliza Lee Follen, for instance, addressed mothers directly, asking them to tap 

into their “holy fountain of a mother’s love” and “think what would have been your 

 
41 Hartman, Scenes of Subjection, 25. 
42 Caroline W. Healey Dall, “Pictures of Southern Life, for the Drawing Rooms of American Women,” 
Liberty Bell (Boston: National Anti-Slavery Bazaar, 1851), 39.  
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desolation of soul” if their children had been sold into slavery.43 J. E. Snodgrass similarly 

exhorted, “Mothers of the land – ye who have borne children, and felt the feeble 

pulsations of their little hearts responding to your own – know you not how to 

commiserate that cruelly bereft mother? I trust that you do.” Snodgrass pressed women 

readers to embody the cruelty experienced by enslaved women, which effectively 

obscured the actual experience of enslaved women. Instead, he reinforced the political 

authority that white women derived from their maternal identities, urging them to “work 

for the cause of the slave!”44 

White abolitionists continued to utilize this strategy until the Civil War. Enslaver 

turned abolitionist Martha “Mattie” Griffith Browne published a work of abolitionist 

fiction in 1856 misleadingly titled Autobiography of a Female Slave. Browne usurped the 

voice of enslaved women and took it on herself, thus appropriating and erasing the 

subjectivity of real enslaved women. The 1859 speech of abolitionist and women’s 

right’s activist Susan B. Anthony perhaps most aptly demonstrates this strategy, as it was 

titled, “Make the Slave’s Case Our Own.” She proclaimed, “Let us feel…that it is our 

own flesh that is lacerated and torn…Let us feel that it is our own children, that are 

ruthlessly torn from our yearning mother hearts.”45  

The earlier work of the Grimké sisters in the 1830s undoubtedly helped shape this 

abolitionist focus on white womanhood. Angelina and Sarah Grimké grew up in a 

slaveholding South Carolina family, and their move to Philadelphia in the 1820s and 

 
43 Eliza Lee Follen, “To Mothers in Free States,” Anti-Slavery Tracts: First Series, Nos. 1-20 (New York: 
American Anti-Slavery Society, 1855-1856). 
44 J. E. Snodgrass, “The Childless Mother,” The Liberty Bell (Boston: National Anti-Slavery Bazaar, 1847), 
251. Italics in original. 
45 Susan B. Anthony, “Make the Slave’s Case Our Own,” 1859, Virginia Memory, 
https://www.virginiamemory.com/docs/AnthonySpeech_trans.pdf.  
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subsequent conversion to Quakerism encouraged their personal antislavery sentiment.46 

As daughters of slaveholders, the Grimkés became uniquely popular abolitionist leaders, 

speaking to mixed groups of men and women about the evils of slavery.  

White women emerged as the primary subjects of the Grimkes’ work, as they 

treated Black people as objects to be used by white abolitionist leaders.47 In 1836, 

Angelina Emily Grimké wrote a pamphlet titled An Appeal to the Women of the South. 

The first notable pamphlet written by a Southern woman, this work was hugely 

influential in garnering white female support for abolitionism.48 Grimké explicitly called 

upon white Southern women, as the “wives and mothers, the sisters and daughters” of 

lawmakers to make a change. She directed her antislavery sentiment at the “sense of 

[their] duty as women, and as Christian women.” 49 By declaring them uniquely fit to 

fight slavery, Grimké showed veneration for the supposed virtue white female readers. 

These appeals reinforced white womanhood as the ultimate protectors and saviors of the 

nation. In an interracial embrace of strategic appeals to mothering, Angelina Grimké, 

along with Child and Grace Douglass, mother of Sarah Mapps Douglass, used this same 

strategy and issued a pamphlet aimed at Northern women, called An Appeal to the 

Women of the Nominally Free States, for the Anti-Slavery Convention of American 

Women. In it, they argued that women should not “fold their hands in idleness” just 

because slavery a political subject.50 They urged Northern white women to take up for 

 
46 Lerner, The Grimké Sisters from South Carolina, 71.  
47 Greenidge, The Grimkes, 21.  
48 Greenidge, The Grimkes, 71. 
49 A. E. Grimké, “An Appeal to the Christian Women of the South,” The Anti-Slavery Examiner 1, no. 2 
(1836): 36.  
50 An Appeal to the Women of the Nominally Free States: Issued by an Anti-Slavery Convention of 
American Women, Held by Adjournments From the 9th to the 12th of May 1837, 2nd ed. (Boston: Isaac 
Knapp, 1838), 13-14.  
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their “sisters” in the South, arguing that enslaved children were victims because slavery 

robbed them of their mothers, who are “constituted by nature the peculiar guardians of 

children.”51  

Sometimes, appeals to mothering in abolitionist literature overlooked Black 

women completely. Instead, white abolitionists expressed concern about the effects of 

slavery on white Southern women, further demonstrating the centrality of the 

maintenance of white womanhood to the abolitionist movement.52 The Grimkés, for 

instance, contended that slavery acted as a corrupting agent to white Southern women’s 

prescribed roles as mothers. They stated that the Southern mistress often “acts a part 

derogatory to her own character as a woman” after having been “nursed in the school of 

tyranny.” The authors then questioned the effects of slavery on the domestic nature of the 

white women, asking, “Can such despotism mould the character of the Southern woman 

to gentleness and love?”53 Sarah Grimké similarly argued that enslaved women did not 

“suffer alone,” as “the moral purity of the white woman is deeply contaminated” by the 

cruelty and licentiousness of slavery.54 These arguments perceptively recognized that the 

oppressive nature of slavery dehumanized both enslaved and enslaver, and a central 

problem with this dehumanization was that it prevented white women from fulfilling their 

moral roles as gentle and loving homemakers.  

 
51 An Appeal to the Women of the Nominally Free States, 21. 
52 Mary Cathryn Cain recognizes the importance of this strategy to women’s antislavery activism, arguing 
that it became more prevalent in the 1850s. Mary Cathryn Cain, “Rhetorics of Race and Freedom: The 
Expression of Women’s Whiteness in Anti-Slavery Activism,” Studies in Popular Culture 29, no. 2 (2009): 
1-19.  
53 An Appeal to the Women of the Nominally Free States, 22. 
54 Sarah M. Grimké, Letters on the Equality of the Sexes, and the Condition of Woman (Boston: Isaac 
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Other abolitionists utilized this strategy. An author of an 1835 article in The 

Liberator criticized otherwise “elegant” Southern women for having their children 

suckled by enslaved women and then showing no mercy to those women.55 Lydia Maria 

Child also highlighted the dangerous effects of slavery on white Southern women in The 

History of the Condition of Women, in Various Ages and Nations. She argued that slavery 

vested so much power in white women, who were otherwise “delicate, languid, and 

graceful,” that they became extraordinarily cruel.56 She also argued that slavery fostered 

“habits of indolence” amongst white Southern women, who become “less capable, 

industrious, and well-informed” than women in free states.57  

Similarly, Louisa Jane Whiting Barker, a member of the Concord Ladies’ 

Antislavery Society, published an abolitionist pamphlet titled, “Influence of Slavery 

Upon the White Population.”58 As the title suggests, Barker embraced abolitionist 

sentiment because she believed abolition would benefit the white Southern population. 

She condemned slavery for its pernicious influence on white women’s responsibility as 

mothers, stating: 

The life of mental and physical inactivity that southern women lead renders them 
incapable of a judicious training of their children, and, in general, they seem 
entirely ignorant of the responsibilities involved in the relation of a mother. They 
are too essentially indolent to undertake the arduous duty of “managing” any 
thing or any body; and thus the precious years of infancy are committed to the 
most ignorant or malicious hands.59 
 

 
55 “Anti-Abolition,” The Liberator 5, no. 36 (September 5, 1835): 141-142.  
56 Lydia Maria Child, The History of the Condition of Women, in Various Ages and Nations, vol. 2 (Boston: 
John Allen & Co., 1835), 219. 
57 Child, Brief History of the Condition of Women, 220.  
58 “The Whitings,” Antislavery in Concord (Concord Free Public Library, 2013), 
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59 Louisa Jane Whiting Barker, “Influence of Slavery Upon the White Population,” Anti-Slavery Tracts: 
First Series, Nos. 1-20 (New York: American Anti-Slavery Society, 1855-1856). 
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Unlike other abolitionists, Barker did not characterize enslaved women as sympathetic 

mothers, instead reinforcing the racist notion that Black women were “ignorant” and 

“malicious” caretakers. Barker’s concern lay only in the endurance of a “proper” white 

womanhood, defined by domestic motherhood.  

For white authors, the sexual assault of enslaved women could also reveal the 

denigration of white Southern womanhood. In her short story, “Amy: A Tale,” in the 1849 

edition of the Liberty Bell, Caroline W. Healey Dall combined two prevalent abolitionist 

strategies by discussing sexual assault and maternal duty. She narrated the story of an 

enslaved nurse, Amy, who faithfully served Edith and her infant. She began to be 

sexually harassed by one of Edith’s guests, who wanted to purchase her to become a 

concubine. After the guest’s relentless inquiries, Edith finally relented and sold Amy to 

him. Dall’s literary focus in this story was not the plight of Amy, but instead the effects of 

this ordeal on Edith; she described how the “light left Edith’s eye” and the “color left her 

cheek” when faced with this decision. Enslaved characters like Amy were only objects 

that served the story of the protagonist. Dall then asked the reader, “Can you believe this? 

Can you believe a young and tender girl, with an infant at her bosom . . . could thus doom 

a fellow-creature to a certain life of infamy?”60 At the end of the story, Edith bears the 

karma of her decision, as her husband was “seduced to intemperance and dice,” and her 

“infant perished of a disease contracted through the carelessness of its nurse.”61 For Dall, 

slavery’s evil was in the way it corrupted the morals of white women like Edith.  

From the beginning of abolition, abolitionist depictions of Black mothering 

reinforced a racial difference between an objectified Black womanhood and a moral and 
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increasingly politically minded white womanhood. In abolitionist literature, enslaved 

women were molded into objects of pity to be rescued by white women, who were 

emboldened by both their motherliness and by the political power abolitionism afforded 

them. In published slave narratives, however, Black authors subverted this trend, as the 

next section will investigate. 

Published Slave Narratives and Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

Abolitionism grew in vigor in the 1840s and 1850s as national conflict 

surrounding slavery and its expansion stirred. The end of the Mexican-American War in 

1848 intensified sectionalism as debates raged over the question of slavery in newly 

incorporated territories from the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. In seeking to resolve this 

conflict, the Compromise of 1850 only fueled it further, as a key part of this compromise 

was the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act. This act required that Northerners aid in the 

capture of fugitive slaves so that they could be returned to the South, which Northerners 

argued mandated their participation in Southern slavery.62 This section examines some of 

the significant texts published in the wake of this intensifying conflict. It argues that 

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin reinforced the ideological superiority of 

white womanhood over Black through its depictions of mothering. The narratives of 

formerly enslaved men and women, however, subtlety destabilized white abolitionist 

portrayals of Black women by depicting the emotional complexity and near 

incomprehensibility of Black mothering under slavery. 

In 1849, William Wells Brown and Henry Bibb both published their own 

accounts of slavery, which would become notable slave narratives that in support of the 
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abolitionist movement. Both men escaped slavery and became prominent figures in 

Northern abolitionist circles.63 In their narratives, these activists related the cruelties that 

they had witnessed in slavery, including those against women and children. In their 

discussions of mothering, neither Brown and nor Bibb asked white readers to imagine 

themselves in the place of enslaved mothers. They instead recognized that the slavery’s 

denial of mothering was impossible for white readers to grasp.  

In his narrative, Brown recounted a sale of an infant from its mother that he had 

witnessed, asserting, “None but those who have been in a slave state, and who have seen 

the American slave-trader engaged in his nefarious traffic, can estimate the sufferings 

their victims undergo.”64 Bibb similarly narrated the abuse that his young daughter faced 

from his enslaver. He lamented, “But oh! this darling child was . . . born of a slave 

mother. Who can imagine what could be the feelings of a father and mother, when 

looking upon their infant child whipped and tortured with impunity, and they placed in a 

situation where they could afford it no protection.”65 Reverend William Troy echoed this 

sentiment in his lesser known narrative, as he professed, “Oh! who can imagine her 

heart's deep emotion . . . But the grief of that mother can never be told.”66 In rhetorically 

asking “who can imagine” the suffering of enslaved mothers, formerly enslaved 
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abolitionists revealed the fundamental limitations of the works of white abolitionists who 

called readers to imagine themselves in the place of those women. 

In the 1840s, Brown and Bibb joined the same abolitionist circuits as the most 

famous Black abolitionist in the world: Frederick Douglass. After the publication of his 

Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave in 1845, Douglass 

emerged as a central leader of the movement. He worked closely with William Lloyd 

Garrison; Garrison lent the Narrative a preface and editorial influence, and the two toured 

and lectured together. 67 However, as organized abolitionism grew, factions within its 

leadership emerged. Some male abolitionist leaders like Lewis Tappan split from 

Garrison’s American Anti-Slavery Society (AAS) over the issue of women’s 

participation in 1839.68 Meanwhile, Garrison’s faction argued that the Constitution was 

pro-slavery, and they did not want to work within the confines of the U.S. government to 

end slavery, whereas other abolitionists aimed to use political strategy to end the 

institution.69 The question of violence also precipitated an ideological divide. Black 

abolitionist Henry Highland Garnet urged enslaved people to violently resist their 

condition, a strategy that Douglass felt was irresponsible and ineffective.70 

Douglass’s relationship with Garrison also ended in this period. According to 

David W. Blight, Garrison obstructed Douglass’s professional ambitions, believing that, 

as a former slave, Douglass could “not comprehend the full demands of abolitionist 

leadership.”71 After establishing his own newspaper, The North Star, Douglass then went 
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on to rework his Narrative, creating a “more revealing and more revolutionary” text titled 

My Bondage and My Freedom.72 This version of his narrative allowed Douglass to 

remove immediate influence from Garrison, and thus better represents his own 

experience and politics.  

In My Bondage and My Freedom, Douglass revealed the realities of infant care on 

plantations. He claimed that enslavers subjected nursing enslaved women to unrealistic 

schedules for breastfeeding, and that to avoid punishment, women had to leave their 

babies in the corner of the fences of the field while they were laboring.73 He also 

recounted the murder of enslaved nurse by a white mistress. The girl, charged with caring 

for a white infant, fell asleep, and the baby then woke her mistress. The white woman 

consequently “seized a piece of fire-wood” and then “deliberately pounded in” the “skull 

and breast-bone” of the girl, killing her.74 The goal of Douglass’s description of obscene 

violence was undoubtedly to show the inhumanities of slavery, though, in light of 

Hartman’s theory, these kinds of depictions may have worked to spectacularize Black 

suffering.   

However, while Douglass may have depicted extreme instances of violence 

against Black bodies, his narrative effectively also explored the complicated nuance of 

motherhood and infant-mother separations during slavery. Douglass discussed the effects 

of his own removal from his mother, from whom he was separated “according to the 

common custom” when he was an infant.75 He described how enslaved mothers endured 
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“the bitterness of a mother’s anguish” when childbirth “adds another name to a master’s 

ledger,” but they were not permitted to receive the “joyous reward” of motherhood.76 

Like most abolitionists, Douglass acknowledged the sadness and pain that these 

separations caused. But he also elucidated the emotional complexity of such separations, 

as he stated that, when he thought about this separation, it evoked “feelings to which [he] 

can give no adequate expression.”77 While white abolitionists focused on sensationalist 

depictions of mother-infant separations, Douglass acknowledged that even he could not 

properly articulate the feelings that this cruelty brought. This kind of statement suggested 

to readers that neither they nor he could fully comprehend what slavery did to family 

relations. Importantly, he did not find it necessary to exaggerate the emotion that he felt 

about this separation. He stated that when his mother died, he felt “no strong emotions of 

sorrow for her, and with very little regret for myself on account of her loss.”78 In 

admitting the emotional ambivalence and even indifference that he felt towards his 

mother, Douglass provided a different perspective on mother-child connection than the 

dominant white abolitionist portrayal. And unlike proslavery defenders, he demonstrated 

that such indifference stemmed slavery’s denial of motherhood, not from a racial 

pathology.  

A few years before Douglass published his reimagined narrative, Harriet Beecher 

Stowe wrote what would become the most important text in the abolitionist movement: 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Stowe, a Northern white woman, grew up in a religious family who 

exposed her to concepts of egalitarianism early on. Her sister, Catharine Beecher, 
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promoted and founded female seminaries, one of which became Stowe’s site of education 

as a teenager.79 Stowe married and bore children, but she actively bucked the 

expectations that confined her livelihood to the manager of the household. Instead, she 

earned money through her writing.80 This money then allowed her to hire African 

American domestic help, which represented her only interaction with Black men or 

women before writing Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Instead, she consumed abolitionist literature 

to inform herself about the institution. Anger about slavery, including the newly passed 

Fugitive Slave Act, motivated her writing, as did the passing of her eighteen-month-old 

child, Charley. This experience led her to see herself in Southern slaves’ plight and take 

up for them in her literature. Uncle Tom’s Cabin saw unprecedented popular success, 

selling 300,000 copies in its first year of publication.81 The novel had lasting implications 

for the cultural and political state of the country, as it garnered increasing support for the 

abolitionist cause, and, as seen in Chapter Three, it agitated proslavery forces.  

 The novel followed the conventions of sentimentalism, a literary genre 

popularized in the nineteenth century, which emphasized the importance of family life, 

virtue, and sensibility.82 In keeping with the genre, maternal connection is a core theme of 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin, specifically regarding the story of an enslaved woman named Eliza. 

Sentimental descriptions abounded of Eliza’s grief for her dead children and her love for 

her living child, Harry.83 Stowe described that “every bleeding tie and throbbing nerve” 
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became “entwined with that little life.”84 These kinds of depictions conveyed to the 

audience that Black women held the same maternal love and devotion as white mothers 

in attempts to garner pity for them. Stowe described Eliza’s mourning of her two infant 

children as “a grief so intense as to call for gentle remonstrance from her mistress, who 

sought . . . to direct her naturally passionate feelings within the bounds of reason and 

religion.”85 Stowe exaggerated this feeling of grief – describing it as outside the bounds 

of reason – in order to express the extent of the impact of this act on Eliza.  

Importantly, through this depiction, Stowe circumscribed emotions onto Eliza so 

that she could become legible to white readers. Thus, while Morgan reminds us that 

enslaved women may not have been intensely emotionally attached to their own children 

because of their knowledge that slavery systematically removed their children and denied 

them the ability to mother, Stowe did not allow for such complexity in her characters.86 

Indeed, Eliza’s decision to run away was motivated solely by desperation for her child, as 

Stowe did not impart Eliza with a desire for personal freedom or an agency of self. 

Eliza’s maternal motivations cast her as a particularly sympathetic object for Northern 

audiences.  

Stowe similarly related a story of Tom’s witnessing a baby being sold from its 

mother on a slave trading vessel. The mother’s “anguish and utter despair” led her to 

jumping off the ship, committing suicide.87 While suicide by enslaved people has been 

theorized as a complex act of resistance to the dehumanization of slavery, Stowe’s 
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depiction of suicide was simple, driven solely by the sale of the woman’s child.88 Like 

other white abolitionists, Stowe cast enslaved mothers as objectified caricatures – not 

fully personified, but instead downtrodden objects of pity in need of aid. The limits of 

Stowe’s portrayals become clearer when compared to Black abolitionist Frances Ellen 

Watkins Harper’s poem based on Stowe’s Eliza character. As noted by Frances Foster, 

Harper’s version of Eliza was more “emboldened” than Stowe’s Eliza, because in 

Harper’s poem, her child’s freedom was not her sole motivation for living. In Harper’s 

poem the newfound freedom of her daughter motivated her own personal agency in 

braving “poverty, danger, and death.”89  

The importance that Stowe placed on the role of white women in the abolitionist 

movement is evident. She, for instance, included this plea to white women in the middle 

of Uncle Tom’s Cabin: 

And you, mothers of America . . . by the sacred love you bear your children, by 
your joy in his beautiful, spotless infancy; by the motherly pity and tenderness 
with which you guide his growing years. . . . I beseech you, pity the mother who 
has all your affections, and not one legal right to protect, guide or educate, the 
child of her bosom! . . . I beseech you, pity those mothers that are constantly made 
childless by the American slave-trade!90 
 

Stowe paused her narration of Tom and Eliza’s story to speak directly to her target 

audience, revealing the underlying goals of her sentimental portrayals of enslaved 

motherhood. They did not function to elevate Black women into normative womanhood, 

but they instead brought white women’s own feelings about motherhood to the surface. 

Indeed, after Eliza chose to run away after the prospect of being sold and separated from 
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her child, Harry, Stowe asked her readers, “If it were your Harry, mother . . . that was 

going to be torn from you by a brutal trader, to-morrow morning . . . how fast could 

walk?”91 The plight of enslaved women was necessarily subsumed under white women’s 

own motivations to participate in abolition. 

 The work of Stowe in antislavery circles after the publication of Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin further evidences the racial limitations of her activism. When approached by 

Harriet Jacobs, a fugitive slave who sought advice and guidance regarding writing her 

own narrative of enslavement, Stowe secretly disclosed the request to Jacobs’s Northern 

employer, from whom she sought verification about the veracity of Jacobs’s claims. 

Stowe then offered to incorporate Jacobs’s story into Stowe’s next publication, The Key 

to Uncle Tom’s Cabin.92 Clearly, Stowe did not consider Black women to be agents of 

their own stories but rather pawns to be used to support her own popular success. Her 

work after the end of the Civil War further suggests that Black women were only useful 

so far as their utility as rhetorical devices. In her 1873 work, Palmetto Leaves, Stowe 

described her living on a plantation in post-emancipation Florida. She concluded that the 

Black population was “naturally” suited to field labor in the South, demonstrating her 

support for the maintenance of the Black population as a servile underclass.93 

 Despite the rejection she faced from Stowe, Harriet Jacobs wrote and published a 

historically influential narrative about her life and escape from slavery. Jacobs was born 

into slavery in North Carolina and, after experiencing unending sexual harassment from 

her enslaver, she hid in her grandmother’s crawl space for seven years before escaping to 
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the North. Jacobs was reluctant to join abolitionist circles due to fears about her fugitive 

status. Due to this fear, she wrote a narrative of her life under the pseudonym Linda Brent 

and recruited Lydia Maria Child as her editor. Unlike other abolitionist literature that 

sensationalized the violent images of slavery, Jacobs leaves much of her story to be 

assumed by the reader. Hartman observes that much of Jacobs’s narrative is haunted by 

the “unspoken and the censored,” especially regarding the sexual harassment of Linda by 

her enslaver, Dr. Flint.94 This type of silence allowed Jacobs to position herself as a 

sympathetic character by adhering to normative white notions of modesty of the time. 

And indeed, like many abolitionists, Jacobs sought to appeal to white women readers, as 

she “desire[d] to arouse the women of the North to a realizing sense of the condition” of 

enslaved women.95 

Despite positioning herself to be accepted by white women, Jacobs did not 

present a static or objectified version of womanhood. Instead, as Hazel Carby argues, she 

“developed an alternative set of definitions of womanhood and motherhood” which 

challenged normative ideals of white womanhood.96 Jacobs entered a relationship with a 

white man to evade the advances of her enslaver and subsequently bore two children with 

him. The act of bearing children out of wedlock certainly functioned outside the cultural 

ideals for women at the time. The circumstances of slavery, and the constrained exertion 

of her agency under this environment of oppression, demonstrated to the reader that the 

cult of true womanhood was replete with “inherent contradictions” and was altogether 
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inapplicable to enslaved women, thus representing a challenge to this normative ideology 

of the time.97  

Jacobs depicted the complexities of mothering in slavery throughout the narrative. 

After giving birth, when she learned that she had borne a daughter, her “heart was heavier 

than it had ever been before,” because women in slavery bore “wrongs, and sufferings, 

and mortifications peculiarly their own.”98 Here, Jacobs challenged white feminine 

notions of virtue, reminding readers that normative ideals of women could not apply to 

enslaved women because of the gendered abuses women suffered. Furthermore, the birth 

of her son created “a mixture of love and pain”; she both “prayed for his death” and, 

when he was ill, “prayed for his life.”99 This kind of ambivalence diverges from 

depictions of women like Stowe’s Eliza, whose maternal grief was strictly one-

dimensional. 

Jacobs’s discussion of her grandmother’s role as an enslaved wet nurse also 

complicated readers’ understanding of motherhood under slavery. She revealed that her 

grandmother breastfed the mistress of her mother. “In fact,” Brent stated, her mother had 

been weaned at only three months old so that “the babe of the mistress might obtain 

sufficient food.”100 Brent later stated that when her mistress became upset at her 

grandmother for helping Brent escape Dr. Flint, her anger “wounded my grandmother’s 

feelings, for she could not retain ill will against the woman whom she had nourished with 

her milk when a babe.”101 Whereas most abolitionists likely understood cross-racial 
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breastfeeding as cruel and perverted, Jacobs demonstrated that its exploitative nature 

could sometimes foster complicated relationships between enslaved people that 

manifested in slaves’ affection for their slaveholders, as Chapter One demonstrated.102 As 

Carby points out, however, Jacobs always underscored the inherent inequality of this type 

of relationship; the enslaved status of Brent, her mother, and her grandmother could not 

be overcome by this action.103  

During and after Civil War, Jacobs worked to improve Black communities, 

working as a relief agent for Black men and women who fled to the Union and later 

establishing a school for Black children. Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl is now 

considered a foundational publication in women’s history, though Jacobs was not 

embraced as a feminist leader at the time of publication.104 White women’s rights leaders 

often eschewed the concerns of enslaved and free Black women like Jacobs to focus 

issues that impacted them personally, as the next section will show. 

The Emergence of Women’s Rights 

Historians have long recognized the close connection of the abolitionist 

movement and the early women’s rights movement. Kathryn Kish Sklar and Jean Fagan 

Yellin have demonstrated the causation between these two movements, with the power 

women exercised within abolition serving as a springboard for their fight for political 

rights.105 This section will trace a link between abolition and women’s rights, arguing 

that abolitionists’ depictions of mothering provided activists with a strategic blueprint 
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regarding Black womanhood that they employed in the women’s rights movement. I 

certainly do not aim to diminish the work that these early women’s rights activists 

accomplished in creating a path for women to gain the right to vote, the right to a divorce, 

access to an education, etc. However, this analysis demonstrates that, having used Black 

women primarily as objectified rhetorical tools in abolitionist spaces, white activists 

generally dropped activism on their behalf in women’s rights spaces.  

The Seneca Falls Convention in 1848 has long been mythologized as the origin of 

the formal women’s rights movement.106 For decades prior, however, Black and white 

women abolitionists alike advocated for the rights of women. Along with their work in 

abolition, the Grimké sisters were early defenders of women’s rights. As in their 

abolitionist writings and speeches, the Grimkés utilized women’s traditional role as 

mothers, and the supposed virtue that motherhood imparted in them, to argue for the 

equality of women. Sarah Grimké utilized this strategy in her groundbreaking text, 

“Letters on the Equality of the Sexes, and the Condition of Woman.” She argued that the 

greater influence of women over their children is the result of the “ordering of nature,” 

and that women should be educated so that they can perform their “sacred duties as 

mothers and as sisters.”107  

Black women also confronted the “woman question” in the early 1830s in 

churches, schools, and antislavery circles.108 Maria W. Stewart lectured to women on the 

importance of their educational and professional pursuits. Having been defrauded out of 
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access to inheritance from her husband, Stewart’s personal experience undoubtedly 

motivated her message.109 She also observed the structural obstacles that oppressed free 

Black women in the North. While Black women could “possess whatever amiable 

qualities of soul” and “their characters [could] be fair and spotless as innocence itself,” 

Stewart asserted, it was “impossible for scarce an individual of them to rise above the 

condition of servants.” She then exclaimed, “Ah! why is this cruel and unfeeling 

distinction? Is it merely because God has made our complexion to vary?”110 Thus, years 

before the formal commencement of the women’s rights movement, Black women like 

Stewart brought attention to the ways that the racial and gendered labor system of the 

U.S. severely limited Black women’s opportunities.  

However, prominent women’s rights leaders soon began to prioritize issues that 

primarily impacted middle-class white women. Indeed, it was white women’s own 

experience with discrimination in the abolitionist movement that triggered their 

motivation to fight for their own rights. In 1840, the World Anti-Slavery Convention had 

banned women from its proceedings and instead had female delegates, like Lucretia Mott 

and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, sit in a separate gallery.111 This experience, along with other 

discrimination abolitionist women faced, led white women to analogize their own plight 

under patriarchy to the plight of slaves, with white abolitionist women performing a 

“metaphoric linking” of women and slaves as oppressed bodies.112 This idea, however, 

ignored the specificity of enslaved people’s experiences, making Black and white 
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women’s “distinct exploitations appear as one.”113 In 1848, Stanton and Mott organized 

the Seneca Falls Convention, a gathering of women’s rights advocates, at which the only 

Black attendee was Frederick Douglass.  

Many abolitionists became active participants in the women’s rights movement, 

so arguments and rhetorical strategies flowed between these movements. Just as white 

abolitionist women regularly appealed to motherhood, a focus on motherhood proved 

rhetorically useful in the context of women’s rights as well. However, the mothering of 

enslaved and free Black women remained largely unacknowledged. Instead, white 

activists argued for increased public power through a continued reverence for white 

motherhood. White activists fashioned the power that motherhood afforded to women in 

this period into arguments for their political and social rights.114 They regularly argued 

that equal rights for women would not threaten their home lives and their role as 

mothers.115 This was likely a strategic choice on the part of activists, as they aimed to 

assuage fears in men and women that the attainment of women’s rights would disrupt 

society. Thus, though women’s rights activists sought to upend critical aspects of 

patriarchy, like the values of coverture, they did not necessarily advocate for a complete 

shift of gender relations. Instead, they both reinforced and subverted patriarchy, as they 

held that it was their virtue as mothers and moral leaders that made them deserve political 

rights. Participants invoked motherhood to argue for specific rights, like the entrance into 

the professional workforce. Harriet K. Hunt, for instance, argued for women’s 
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participation in the professional medical field, arguing that women can use their 

“maternal element—so potent, so touch” in their practice of medicine.116  

Similarly, in her keynote address at Seneca Falls, Cady-Stanton contended that “it 

is the wise mother that has the wise son.”117 While many women’s rights activists did 

advocate for a shift of the role of the father to embrace some childrearing duties, they 

consistently relied on the idea – stemming from late eighteenth-century Republican 

Motherhood – that mothers held a particular role in molding the character of their 

children. Cady-Stanton thus argued that women should be granted equal rights precisely 

because of their roles as mothers; with more rights, they could raise more intelligent and 

virtuous children. However, Stanton’s vision of motherhood clearly did not extend to 

Black women. She compared the “heathen countries of the old world” to “Christian 

countries, boasting a more advanced state of civilization and refinement,” demonstrating 

that she saw white women as more intelligent and thus more deserving of full citizenship 

than descendants of “heathen” countries. Furthermore, in the same speech, she lamented 

that “all men in this country” held the “same rights however they may differ in mind, 

body, or estate,” but women were “mere slaves.” 118 This characterization wholly 

disregarded the experience of the Black population, enslaved and freed, who were not 

granted the same rights as white men.  

 
116 Harriet K. Hunt, “Report,” The Proceedings of the Woman’s Rights Convention, Held at Worcester, 
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117 Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “Seneca Falls Keynote Address,” Seneca Falls, July 19, 1848, Susan B. 
Anthony House, https://susanbanthonyhouse.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Elizabeth-Cady-
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118 Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “Address on Woman’s Rights,” September 1848, Susan B. Anthony House, 
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While antislavery feminists demonstrated concern for the plight of enslaved 

mothers within the context of abolition, they soon disregarded that concern in the context 

of women’s rights. As Shirley J. Yee notes, many white women’s rights activists 

attempted to disassociate from the abolitionist movement, and some discouraged Black 

women’s participation in white suffrage organizations. The formation of Black suffrage 

organizations further evidences the kind of discrimination Black women faced in 

women’s rights circles. In these organizations, Black women continued to fight on behalf 

of women as well as the enslaved and free Black populations.119  

The work of Sojourner Truth in the abolitionist and women’s rights movement 

also reveals this pattern. Truth, born enslaved in upstate New York, escaped slavery with 

her infant daughter and won a court case that reunited her with her son, who had been 

sold from her. Truth then went on to author and publish her personal narrative, becoming 

a prominent lecturer and preacher in the abolitionist and women’s rights circuit.120 

Truth’s historical legacy is most associated with her “Ar’n’t I a Woman” speech, 

performed at the 1851 Women’s Rights conference in Akron to a hostile crowd of white 

conference members. In Marius Robinson’s report of the speech (published a few weeks 

after she spoke), Truth asserted “I am a woman’s rights,” calling attention to the role that 

Black women played in the women’s rights movement.   

Suffragist Frances Dana Gage would go on to publish her own version of Truth’s 

speech in The Independent twelve years later, which has remained the dominant version 

surviving the historical record. However, as Neil Irvin Painter demonstrates in his pivotal 
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article, “Representing Truth: Sojourner Truth’s Knowing and Becoming Known,” Gage’s 

narration of this speech was largely inaccurate. According to Robinson’s account, Truth 

did not even state the phrase “ar’n’t I a woman.” Gage also claimed that Truth stated that 

she had “borne thirteen children and seen most all sold off to slavery,” even though she 

had given birth to five. This kind of exaggeration elucidates how white antislavery 

feminists distorted the real experiences of enslaved women and children to make Black 

stories more “appealing” to white audiences.121 Stowe had done the same just months 

before, as she published an interview with Truth in The Atlantic Monthly. Like Gage, 

Stowe reproduced Truth’s words in a racist Southern Black dialect despite Truth’s New 

York Dutch roots, effectively characterizing her through her “Africanness and 

otherness.”122 As Painter demonstrates, white women’s formulations of Truth served their 

own interests by constructing the public image of Truth into a useful feminist image.  

Debates surrounding citizenship and suffrage after the end of the Civil War also 

demonstrate white women’s prioritization of their own interests at the expense of Black 

women. Many former abolitionists turned their efforts towards advocacy for the rights of 

newly emancipated African Americans. Tensions amongst activists ensued, however, as 

this work intersected with the women’s suffrage movement. Within the American Equal 

Rights Association (AERA), an integrated organization founded in 1866, Susan B. 

Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton participated in tense battles over questions of 

suffrage, as they argued that white women were more deserving of the vote than Black 

men, whom they regarded as less educated and refined. While the Fifteenth Amendment 

garnered support from Black leaders like Harper and Douglass, Anthony and Stanton 
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publicly campaigned against its passage through editorials and public lectures.123 In a 

debate about the AERA’s support for Black suffrage, Stanton proclaimed: 

…if you will not give the whole loaf of suffrage to the entire people, give it to the 
most intelligent first. If intelligence, justice, and morality are to have precedence 
in the Government, let the question of woman be brought up first and that of the 
negro last.124 
 

Anthony and Stanton believed that “intelligent” and “moral” women, i.e., white women, 

were inherently more deserving of the vote than Black men. Anthony even asserted that 

she was only concerned with the attainment of equality for white women, and the issue of 

race “has no place on our platform.”125  

By placing the rights of white women and Black Americans in opposition, these 

debates within the AERA often overlooked the question of Black women’s suffrage, 

putting Black members like Harper and Sojourner Truth in a distressing predicament.126 

Harper criticized this concentration on the vote at the expense of all other issues affecting 

women, asserting, “I do not believe that giving the woman the ballot is immediately 

going to cure all the ills of life,” and that the rights of white and Black men and women 

were instead “all bound up together.”127 These issues triggered an ideological split in the 

AERA in 1869. Stanton and Anthony led the fight for a constitutional suffrage 

amendment in the National Woman Suffrage Association, while Lucy Stone advocated 

for state suffrage laws in the American Woman Suffrage Association. As the suffrage 

movement waged on into the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, white women 

 
123 Tetrault, The Myth of Seneca Falls, 31. 
124 Susan B. Anthony, “Address Delivered in New York, New York,” May 12-13, 1869, Frederick Douglass 
Papers, https://frederickdouglasspapersproject.com/s/digitaledition/item/18459. 
125 Newman, White Women’s Rights, 11. 
126 Tetrault, The Myth of Seneca Falls, 22. 
127 Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, “We Are All Bound Up Together,” 1866, National Constitution Center, 
https://constitutioncenter.org/the-constitution/historic-document-library/detail/frances-ellen-watkins-harper-
we-are-all-bound-up-together-1866. 



 
 

173 

activists increasingly rationalized their activism through their “racial-cultural 

superiority,” as Louise Newman demonstrates.128 Indeed, the suffrage movement 

remained mostly segregated until the passage of the Twentieth Amendment 1920, with 

Black women forming their own organizations, like the National Association of Colored 

Women, in the face of racism from white activists.129 

Conclusion 

This chapter has aimed to elucidate the connection between abolitionist women’s 

appeals to motherhood and the bolstering of the power of nineteenth-century white 

womanhood over Black womanhood. Abolitionists regularly imparted enslaved women 

with the virtues of normative womanhood in their depictions to encourage readers’ 

empathy for them. But these did not actually display the fully humanity, agency, or 

subjectivity of Black women. Appeals to motherhood instead called white women to 

imagine themselves as devoted mothers in place of enslaved women. And while Black 

women and men labored at the forefront of the movement, white activist women 

regularly eschewed their concerns. Instead, they placed the power of white abolitionist 

women at the forefront of the movement. This chapter has also shown that this strategy 

continued in the context of the women’s movement. White women continued to prioritize 

their own concerns and dropped any activism for Black women when it became 

politically expedient to do so.   

Nineteenth-century white readers of the abolitionist texts examined here certainly 

may have come to see enslaved women as more “human” than they had previously, and 

sympathetic portrayals of mothering undoubtedly contributed to the success of the 
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antislavery movement. However, after the abolition of slavery, Black women remained 

racially and economically subjugated to white women across the U.S. Chapter Five will 

investigate the postbellum landscape and the cultural memory it produced.
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Chapter Five: The Question of Memory: Postwar Depictions of the Old South 
 
 

In 1887, Susan Dabney Smedes, a teacher living in Baltimore, wrote a biography 

memorializing her father, plantation owner Thomas S. Dabney. In the first page of the 

preface of Memorials of a Southern Planter, Smedes revealed the purpose of writing the 

story of her father’s life. She declared that the audience often hears “much of the 

wickedness of slavery and of slave-owners,” and that she “wish[ed] them to learn of a 

good master.”1 To assist her in this goal, Smedes sought help from her family’s 

“mammy.” She described how her mammy from her antebellum childhood continued to 

serve as a maternal figure towards Smedes – even in the years after the abolition of 

slavery. “Our faithful old nurse, Mammy Harriet . . . sits by me as I write,” she recorded. 

In documenting Harriet’s memory of “when ole marster die,” Smedes narrated her 

mammy’s “affectionate way, that seems to claim us still as her babies.”2 Smedes depicted 

her mammy as ever faithful to the white children she cared for and eager to help Smedes 

represent her former enslaver as a “good master.” Smedes’s caricatured depiction of 

Harriet and her role in their family exemplifies a romanticized form of white memory – 

one that upheld antebellum racial and gendered hierarchies – that was commonly 

depicted in the years after 1865. 

 This chapter examines representations of antebellum mothering in literature that 

was written and published in the post-Civil War era, from 1865-1900. Literature from this 

era is insightful in two ways. Firstly, historians can use it to learn about the structure of 
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slavery and gender relations within the antebellum household. White authors in the late 

nineteenth century memorialized the racist patriarchal structure of antebellum 

households, and Black authors revealed specific cruelties of the slave system. Secondly, 

literature about slavery shaped historical memory of the antebellum era and commented 

on the state of the New South after the Civil War. Postwar depictions of the South not 

only worked to reconstruct the past, but they also commented on racial, economic, and 

gendered structures of the present. I treat historical memory not as a “passive process of 

storing and retrieving objective recollections of lived experience,” but instead as an 

“active, ongoing process of ordering the past.”3 Authors used their interpretations of the 

past to further their own ideological visions of what a “New South” should look like.  

Analysis of this literature necessitates a brief introduction to the Southern postwar 

political, racial, and gendered landscape. After the end of the Civil War, new laws and 

government programs created intense societal upheaval in the South. When Congress 

passed the Thirteenth Amendment and emancipated all enslaved people in the United 

States, for a brief historical moment, Black political and social power seemed possible. 

During Radical Reconstruction, Congress took important measures to prepare formerly 

enslaved men and women for proper citizenship. It established the Freedmen’s Bureau, 

which distributed land and food to freedmen and provided public services for them.4 The 

Bureau and Northern missionary organizations established schools for Black students, 
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formerly enslaved families reunited and reestablished kinship ties, and hundreds of Black 

men served in positions of political power.5 

However, these radical shifts of Reconstruction were put to an end by a “violent, 

racist reaction” in the South.6 White Southerners “fervently resisted the entry into 

formerly white domains by African Americans” and instead sought to reassert Black 

subjugation.7 The Ku Klux Klan was founded in 1865, and along with other white 

supremacist groups, it forged a climate of racial terror in the postwar South.8 Politically, 

differences in the Republican agenda and disagreements over congressional power led to 

the rejection of the radical agenda, and with the Compromise of 1877, Rutherford B. 

Hayes and Congress formally ended the period of Reconstruction.9 And, as Sarah Haley 

writes, because the “free” wage economy in the South was based on coerced and contract 

labor, this economic system necessitated the thwarting of the “threat of black political or 

economic advancement.”10 

Consequently, in the years following the end of Reconstruction, systems of racial 

inequality were codified in Southern law. Jim Crow laws formally disenfranchised the 

Black population, and Plessy v. Ferguson sanctioned racial discrimination in 1896. 

Economically, Black men and women were systematically denied work. In rural settings, 

they were forced into sharecropping, and in cities, they were shut out of most professions. 

Men worked with railroads, in mills, and in hotels, and women worked as domestic 
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servants.11 Thus, despite the freedoms given in the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth 

Amendments, Black Americans continued to experience varying degrees of unfreedom, 

with Saidiya Hartman usefully identifying the “tragic continuities in antebellum and 

postbellum constitutions of blackness.”12  

Simultaneously, white Southern men felt increasing anxiety about changing 

gender relations that potentially threatened the patriarchal structure of households and 

Southern society more generally.13 Some white women, especially young white women, 

rejected traditional norms of marriage and family and “chafed against rules of propriety 

and chaperonage.”14 They also entered the professional workforce in increasing numbers. 

Teaching became a popular profession for elite Southern women, many of whom were 

forced to make a living after the disintegration of the system of slavery.15 At the same 

time, within their racially stratified work options, Black women asserted newfound forms 

of freedom. As domestic servants, Black women could choose part-time work, refuse 

certain tasks, and quit their jobs altogether, options which the system of slavery had 

previously prohibited.16 Furthermore, Black mothers represented a particular threat to 

new labor systems, as their reproduction was now considered a burden by white 

employers, rather than a source of pecuniary gain.17 

 
11 Tera Hunter, To ’Joy My Freedom: Southern Black Women’s Lives and Labors After the Civil War 
(Harvard University Press, 1997), 25-26.  
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These threats to the hierarchal structure of the South were met with concerted 

efforts to preserve white supremacist patriarchy.18 The penal system systematically 

incarcerated Black women, and Black womanhood became identified with deviance, as 

Haley explores. Black mothers, in particular, were culturally and legally branded as 

deficient and dangerous because of fears that “they might produce more of their kind.”19 

These kinds of representations reified white supremacist economic structures. They 

allowed space for Black women as domestic workers in white homes, but not as mothers 

in their own right.  

The late nineteenth century also saw the cultural entrenchment of the white 

supremacist “mammy” figure. As discussed in Chapter Three, the mammy – a loyal Black 

caretaker of white children – emerged as a controlling image in the antebellum through 

plantation literature and anti-Tom novels.20 It only grew in cultural popularity in the 

decades after Reconstruction. The Aunt Jemima brand was established, and the United 

Daughters of the Confederacy erected monuments to the mammy. In Clinging to Mammy, 

Micki McElya argues that white Americans utilized the cultural image to continually 

frustrate Black work towards freedom and progress.21 In the context of the late nineteenth 

century, the cultural permeation of the mammy was in part a reaction to the increasing 

amounts of power Black women exerted in their daily lives.  

Indeed, Kimberly Wallace-Sanders usefully points out that the mammy figure 

“stood in direct opposition to the efforts of real African American women struggling to 
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publicly assert their citizenship.”22 The ever-faithful slave directly undermined real Black 

women who used their freedom to change employers, refuse certain tasks, and to “labor 

according to their own sense of equity.”23 Jane Turner Censer argues that white women 

authors used “mammy” characters in their literature because “some maternal nurses or 

cooks represented what white southerners saw as the most admirable aspects of African 

American womanhood.”24 However, characterizations of “loyalty” cannot be explained 

simply as a quality that white authors “admired.” Instead, these characterizations 

ideologically opposed Black women’s assertion of independence and instead sought to 

relegate them to a docile position that maintained the white household.  

At the same time, despite white women’s unprecedented entry into the paid labor 

sphere, prescriptive patriarchal ideals for white women persisted in Southern culture. 

White womanhood continued to be defined by domesticity in this period. Practically, 

white women had to learn the domestic skills to run their households, as hired laborers 

could potentially leave or opt for part time work. White women thus “began to fit 

themselves ever more firmly into the culture of domesticity then resurgent in America.”25 

Haley identifies other economic and racial reasons for this continued association with 

domesticity. As the New South industrialized, white women continued to be pressured to 

be domestic managers, as that role was “perceived to be necessary for capitalist 

expansion.”26 Mastery over Black servants was a vital aspect of this culture of 

domesticity for white women, as it ensured power over and ideological difference from 
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Black womanhood.27 Haley also contends that the New South required that white women 

“remain in their subordinate roles through a perennial association with fragility and 

domesticity,” as “the narrative of exceptional white feminine vulnerability became 

critical to the maintenance of white supremacy through the dissemination of discourses of 

virtue and domestic order.”28 White supremacists consistently used the protection of 

white female purity as the justification for racial violence and terror. Issues surrounding 

gender and race are thus central to the history of the New South. 

Competing Memory in Literature 

Literature published by white authors during this period illustrates that the 

maintenance of the New South’s precarious gendered and racial order relied on a cultural 

rendering of slavery as a benevolent institution. This chapter argues that, as part of the 

broader effort to proliferate Lost Cause ideology, white authors memorialized the 

institution of slavery through stories of doting mistresses, caricatured mammy figures, 

and “modern” nursery systems. In these narratives, authors emphasized the profundity of 

white mistresses’ maternal love and care not only for their children, but for enslaved 

women and children in their households. White authors also characterized mammies as 

beloved members of the white Southern “family” whose labor was effortless and 

motivated by loyalty. Furthermore, they argued that nursery systems in slavery were both 

efficient and benevolent to enslaved women and children. All these depictions, which 

echoed antebellum proslavery arguments, obscured the exploitation of enslaved women’s 

productive labor in the fields and their reproductive labor in the white household. 

Importantly, they also reinforced notions of white womanhood as domestic and maternal, 
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while they defined Black womanhood through utter devotion to the white families they 

were forced to serve.  

White Southern authors deployed these depictions of reproductive labor as self-

conscious defenses of the racist and patriarchal postwar labor systems that they were 

desperate to preserve. White depictions of Black women as faithful mammies for white 

children justified Black women’s postwar relegation to the underpaid professions of 

domestic servants. Indeed, as McElya asserts, when depicted as mammies in literature, 

Black women’s labor in the household was “reframed as motherly instinct and love,” and 

thus “not work at all.”29 Furthermore, literary depictions of white women as maternal and 

benevolent mistresses to enslaved laborers did important cultural work in postbellum 

society. They reaffirmed white women’s “rightful” place as domestic leaders over Black 

laborers, thus reproducing normative ideals of white womanhood in the postwar South. 

This was especially pertinent as freedoms that Black laborers could and did exert as 

laborers in white households – like leaving, talking back, and refusing to do certain work 

– threatened white women’s practical and ideological roles as managers of the domestic 

sphere.30  

These romantic distortions did not have a monopoly on the memory of slavery, 

however. This chapter also demonstrates that, in stark contrast to white romantic 

memorialization, Black authors exposed the violent and exploitative realities of 

mothering in the antebellum South. I argue that Black authors challenged archetypes of 

slavery’s caring mistresses, loyal mammies, and efficient nurseries by rendering the 

reproductive exploitation of enslaved women visible in their writing. These narratives 
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highlighted the denial of Black women’s mothering in slavery through women’s forced 

reproductive labor in the white household and through familial separations. These 

depictions also revealed white women’s capacities for violence and cruelty towards 

enslaved women and children. These depictions therein confronted and undermined the 

archetypes of Black and white womanhood, like the static and distorted image of the 

loyal mammy and benevolent mistress. In doing so, Black authors attacked the gendered 

and racial logic on which the postwar South was built.  

This chapter thus demonstrates that mothering was a central vehicle through 

which the Lost Cause narrative was articulated and contested in postwar literature. The 

Lost Cause narrative emerged as a cultural mythology that rewrote Southern history as 

one of a heroic Confederate mission to protect states’ rights and a “plantation world of 

orderly and happy race relations.”31 White authors depicted the antebellum South as 

benevolent and peaceful, and they applied tropes of plantation literature and the Lost 

Cause narrative to their “memories” of the South. Fiction writers established a 

“plantation tradition” that narrated stories of heroic and virtuous white slaveowners and 

“devoted and docile servants.”32 Authors of plantation reminiscences applied these same 

Lost Cause themes to their biographical literature, and in doing so, they attempted to 

contest the dehumanizing and violent images that earlier abolitionists had painted of 

slavery.33 Through these cultural publications, the plantation South became a reminder of 

the “natural” order of society – white mastery over the Black population – for some 
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readers. This type of literature became extremely popular. Because the late nineteenth 

century saw industrialization, urbanization, migration, and immigration across the 

country, this age of change and unrest “produced a huge audience for a literature of 

escape into a pre-Civil War, exotic South.”34 Writers of the plantation tradition, like 

Thomas Nelson Page and Joel Chandler Harris, consequently gained national prestige. By 

1900, memoirs and biographies of the plantation era, like that of Smedes, “had assumed 

regional, national and even international popularity.”35  

However, a competing tradition of cultural memory emerged that sought to 

remind readers of the abuse and exploitation that defined antebellum slavery. Formerly 

enslaved men and women continued the pre-war tradition of publishing their own 

experiences of slavery, with 54 full-length narratives published after the Civil War to 

1901 (from 1800 to the Civil War, 87 had been published).36 These works, however, did 

not gain the economic success that antebellum narratives like that of Frederick Douglass 

did. This was in part due to the lack of resources available for authors of these narratives, 

as they did not have anti-slavery organizations backing their publication and release.37 

Stories of hardship and perseverance in slavery were also less appealing to a wide 

audience after slavery’s abolition. As William L. Andrews asserts, “once slavery was 

gone, stories about human bondage did not move America’s reading class as they had 

previously.”38  
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Fiction authors also challenged this cultural entrenchment of white supremacy. 

For instance, Charles W. Chesnutt, a turn-of-the-century Black author known for his short 

stories, subverted the genre of plantation literature and, in doing so, provided a 

“counternarrative” to racist portrayals of antebellum slavery.39 In relying on the same 

character and linguistic tropes from white plantation literature, Chesnutt attempted to lead 

readers “imperceptibly” and “unconsciously” to a “recognition of the black American’s 

human rights.”40 These works are crucial in demonstrating how Black Americans sought 

to shape public memory of slavery in the face of the Lost Cause cultural myth.  

This chapter will be divided into two subsequent sections based on these 

competing forms of public memory. The first section will focus on Smedes’s Memorials 

of a Southern Planter, with supporting supplemental literature, to examine white memory 

of the antebellum South. This text exemplifies the typical postwar reminiscences 

published by an elite white author and is a noteworthy example of how the Lost Cause 

narrative permeated American culture. It was also widely read; after its initial publication, 

the book was reprinted nine times by 1914, and an English version was also published in 

London, demonstrating its international appeal.41 This section will demonstrate how 

Smedes and other white authors depicted antebellum mothering in deliberate ways to 

mythologize white women as benevolent employers of Black servants. Sarah Haley 

writes that the “patriarchal cultural production” of white womanhood was a “performance 

that required repetition and reiteration . . . in literary, interpersonal, and institutional 
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realms.”42 This section thus recognizes Smedes’s work as one of these literary 

“performances” that distorted the memory of mothering in the antebellum South to assert 

white women’s virtuous womanhood. This section relatedly demonstrates that this 

literature reinforced the notion that Black women were natural caregivers for white 

children, thus bolstering the cultural inferiority of Black womanhood.  

The last section of this chapter will focus on Black memory of the antebellum 

South. It analyzes two works – a short story by Charles Chesnutt called “Sis’ Becky’s 

Pickaninny,” which comes from his collection The Conjure Woman, and former slave 

Louis Hughes’s narrative, Thirty Years a Slave. I chose to examine “Sis Becky’s 

Pickaninny” in part because of its plot, as it deals with the separation of an enslaved 

infant from its mother. With Chesnutt’s prominence as a literary figure, his work also 

signifies notable pushback against Lost Cause narratives. On the other hand, Louis 

Hughes’s narrative represents the typical late-nineteenth century slave narrative in that 

Hughes was not a well-known figure, nor was the narrative particularly popular at the 

time. However, this very fact makes it a useful slave narrative to analyze, as it is 

representative of its genre. Also, Hughes’s position as a laborer in his enslavers’ house 

makes his narrative particularly useful for studies of gender and race. Along with 

discussing the structure of slavery for field laborers, he revealed the fraught relations 

between enslavers (notably, his female enslaver) and enslaved laborers within the white 

household.  

Susan Dabney Smedes and White Memory of Slavery  
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In the wake of the Civil War, many elite Southern individuals hoped to secure 

their family’s legacy by memorializing the lives of lost relatives. In doing so, they sought 

to shape the legacy of the antebellum South at the same time. Imagined “happy” 

depictions of antebellum slavery – including caring mistresses, modern nurseries, and 

faithful mammies – helped recreate their fractured world and, importantly, worked to 

justify continued structures of white supremacist patriarchy in the South. Susan Dabney 

Smedes was one of those individuals. Smedes grew up on her father’s 4000-acre cotton 

plantation in Mississippi before the Civil War. Smedes acutely felt the shifting dynamics 

of war and emancipation, as she was forced to take on the household duties of enslaved 

laborers, like childcare for her siblings, during the conflict. After the loss of the family 

plantation to creditors, she became a teacher and a law clerk.43 Smedes’s familial 

financial troubles likely prevented her from hiring Black servants herself, but many elite 

white women like her did employ laborers in their households. Importantly, Smedes 

served as a teacher at a government funded Native American school. This role indicates 

Smedes’s personal dedication to the project of whiteness, as these schools were founded 

on the principles of “civilizing” Natives through curriculums of racial uplift.44 Smedes’s 

work exemplifies the genre of plantation reminiscences, as its “nostalgic pages of flowery 

prose” are dedicated to “happy master-slave relations.”45 This nostalgia was 

accomplished in part through descriptions of antebellum mothering, which both 

 
43 Frances E. Willard and Mary A. Livermore, eds., A Woman of the Century: Fourteen Hundred-Seventy 
Biographical Sketches Accompanied by Portraits (Buffalo: Charles Wells Moulton, 1893), 659; Larson, 
“Biography: Susan Dabney Smedes.” 
44 David Wallace Adams, Education for Extinction: American Indians and the Boarding School Experience, 
1875-1928, 2nd ed. (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 2020), 15. See also Margaret D. Jacobs, 
White Mother to a Dark Race: Settler Colonialism, Maternalism, and the Removal of Indigenous Children 
in the American West and Australia, 1880-1940 (University of Nebraska Press, 2009).   
45 David Anderson, “Down Memory Lane: Nostalgia for the Old South in Post-Civil War Plantation 
Reminiscences,” The Journal of Southern History 71, no. 1 (2005): 110.  
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memorialized the Southern racist patriarchal household structure and worked to endorse 

the racist and patriarchal labor systems of the New South. 

 The publication of Memorials was necessarily a patriarchal project, as Smedes 

sought to portray an idealized Southern patriarch in her work. Diane Miller Sommerville 

describes the system of obligations that undergirded Southern patriarchy: “the power and 

authority of white males was shored up by the deference and loyalty of household 

subordinates . . . who in turn expected protection and sustenance.”46 Many elite (and 

formerly elite) white Southern women, like Smedes, clung to these patriarchal norms in 

postwar society, as the dismantling of the white supremacist patriarchy represented for 

them a loss of practical power over Black men and women, as well as the loss of 

protection from their husbands.47 Smedes’s descriptions of antebellum infant care 

underscored the maintenance of patriarchy in the Southern antebellum household. 

Smedes highlighted her father’s sense of protection over his subordinates. One story in 

which Thomas Dabney saved a breastfeeding woman who was in a “highly nervous state” 

characterized Dabney as a patriarchal hero who could save and protect his extended 

“family,” which, within white supremacist patriarchy, included slaves. 

White Southern women were also an “intrinsic part of the patriarchal dream.”48 

Smedes highlighted the role of white women in the patriarchal household by describing 

her mother’s management of their enslaved laborers. According to Smedes, her mother, 

Sophia Dabney, possessed a distinct “motherliness” that “extended over the whole 

 
46 Sommerville, Rape and Race, 121-122. 
47 Daphne W. Vyse, “To Better Serve and Sustain the South: How Nineteenth Century Domestic Novelists 
Supported Southern Patriarchy Using the ‘Cult of True Womanhood’ and the Written Word” (MA thesis, 
Buffalo State University, 2012), 81, Digital Commons, 
https://digitalcommons.buffalostate.edu/history_theses/8. 
48 Anne Firor Scott, The Southern Lady: From Pedestal to Politics, 1830-1930 (University of Chicago 
Press, 1970), 53.  
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plantation.” Sophia also had a “special eye and care for any neglected unfortunate or ill-

treated negro child, and would contrive to have such cases near her.”49 Smedes’s 

descriptions imparted Sophia with a strong maternal instinct, with her “motherliness” 

extending beyond her biological children to the enslaved. This celebration of patriarchy 

was common in plantation reminiscences. In her memoir, N. B. De Saussure claimed that 

her mother not only “gave unceasing care and attention to her children,” but that the care 

of enslaved laborers, including the care of enslaved infants “came under her control.”50 

Here, we see how white female authors valorized the role of white women within the 

system of patriarchy. White women were depicted as the ultimate carers and nurturers, 

who, while subordinate to the patriarch, properly attended to the needs of their 

households and the subordinates within it. These depictions further worked to justify the 

notion that white women were benevolent employers in the domestic setting.  

 Along with the management of enslaved laborers, birthing and raising children 

was a key part of attaining this patriarchal “dream.” Smedes’s discussion of her mother’s 

children reveals this aspect of the patriarchal system. She contends that her mother 

“during thirty years was never without an infant in her arms,” as she had “sixteen living 

children” before her death.51 This kind of rapid succession of children, while abnormally 

high by the antebellum period, was paramount to the maintenance of patriarchy in the 

slaveholding South.52 It reinforced women’s “containment in plantation houses,” which 

 
49 Smedes, Memorials of a Southern Planter, 108.  
50 N. B. De Saussure, Old Plantation Days: Being Recollections of Life Before the Civil War (New York: 
The Trow Press, 1909), 17, Documenting the American South, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
Library, https://docsouth.unc.edu/fpn/desaussure/desaussure.html. 
51 Smedes, Memorials of a Southern Planter, 101.  
52 Richard H. Steckel, “Antebellum Southern White Fertility: A Demographic and Economic Analysis,” The 
Journal of Economic History 40, no. 2 (1980): 340.  
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deterred them from entering the public sphere and thus “protected fragile male 

constructions of self,” according to Kathleen Brown.53  

The amount of labor that came with bearing children was significant. Smedes 

claimed that her mother “managed to take care of her babies at night unassisted,” and 

while “two young negro girls slept in the house” and were able to help, they were “rarely 

disturbed.”54 Smedes’s description placed her mother squarely within the ideals of elite 

white womanhood, as she was a benevolent and impressive mother, managing the duties 

of motherhood without requiring help from enslaved laborers. According to Smedes, 

Sophia’s “motherliness had increased with each child that came.” Motherhood was so 

integral to Sophia that she “became so accustomed to the noise of young children that she 

seemed quite unconscious of it.”55 These kinds of depictions reinforced Smedes’s 

depiction of Sophia as the ultimate realization of white womanhood. 

 A later anecdote from Smedes reveals, however, that the ideal of white 

womanhood was not always attainable, even for elite women like Sophia Dabney. 

Smedes recalled the birth of the “last of a long line of sixteen children” to Dabney. The 

child died at two months old, and, according to Smedes, Dabney responded to her 

children’s grief by saying, “Do not shed a tear for the baby. She is better off. I am 

thankful that she is gone. I was not able to take care of her.”56 Here, Smedes chose to 

include an acknowledgement of the physical and emotional toll that motherhood took on 

 
53 Kathleen Brown, Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs: Gender, Race, and Power in 
Colonial Virginia (University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 282.  
54 Smedes, Memorials of a Southern Planter, 101.  
55 Smedes, Memorials of a Southern Planter, 108.  
56 Smedes, Memorials of a Southern Planter, 170. 



 
 

191 

her mother, thus recognizing the burden that the expectations of white womanhood took 

in daily life.   

In Memorials of a Southern Planter, Smedes also described the systems of infant 

care for enslaved women on her family plantation. She contended that enslaved mothers 

lived in “clean and orderly cabins,” and were given few duties except to “take care of the 

babies” for the year after their births. These mothers were supposedly “provided with 

flour, sugar, dried fruit, and often meals from the table, and a woman to do all their 

cooking, washing, and house-work for a month.” 57 In contending that enslaved mothers 

of newborns had ample food, physical support, and virtually no labor demands except 

mothering, Smedes certainly attempts to paint the Dabneys’ treatment of enslaved 

laborers positively. Studies have shown, however, that slaveholders did not usually 

provide extra food or support for pregnant or nursing women, and the food that enslavers 

did provide was nutritionally inadequate.58 Smedes also claimed that a nurse, who 

“received a fee,” cared for the mothers during their time of confinement.59 Smedes’s 

choice to mention a paid nurse for these women is significant, as it applied notions of a 

free labor society to the antebellum South. In this light, readers in 1887 may have been 

more inclined to view the Dabneys as fair and just slaveowners for paying a nurse to tend 

to postpartum women. As we know from Chapter One, however, Smedes’s depiction is 

most likely fabricated or exaggerated, as nursing mothers usually were forced to labor 

both in the household and in the fields shortly after giving birth.  

 
57 Smedes, Memorials of a Southern Planter, 78. 
58 Marie Jenkins Schwartz, Born in Bondage: Growing Up Enslaved in the Antebellum South (Harvard 
University Press, 2000), 31; Wilma A. Dunaway, The African American Family in Slavery and 
Emancipation (Cambridge University Press, 2003), 151.  
59 Smedes, Memorials of a Southern Planter, 78. 
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Other plantation reminiscences invoked similar “memories” of enslaved infant 

care. For instance, De Saussure claimed that enslaved “mothers with babies were only 

required to do light work, such as raking leaves, spinning, or sewing” so that “they might 

be ready and in condition to nurse their babies.”60 She described the building where all of 

the enslaved children were kept during the day, under the care of a granny, and named it a 

“modern day nursery.” Her insistence of the modernity of this system suggested to the 

reader that infant care during slavery was no different than how children were raised in 

the postbellum United States. De Saussure claimed that her memory of the nursery was 

strong because she visited it with her mother “frequently,” as “she always wanted to 

know that the children’s food was properly prepared.”61 Through this depiction of her 

mother’s vigilance over the care and health of the enslaved population, De Saussure 

worked to characterize her mother, the plantation mistress, as benevolent and generous.  

 Smedes also described the system of enslaved wet nursing that was common 

across the South. She stated plainly that the Southern mistress “had wet-nurses for her 

babies, chosen from among her negro servants.”62 This characterization concealed the 

systematized commodification of enslaved women’s bodies that wet nursing entailed.63 

Smedes’s assertion suggested that wet nursing was not a source of shame or 

embarrassment for Southerners, but instead was further evidence of the supposed familial 

relationship between enslavers and slaves. Other writers of plantation reminiscences 

echoed this notion. R. Q. Mallard, for instance, declared that “as a babe, I drew a part at 

 
60 De Saussure, Old Plantation Days, 38-39.  
61 De Saussure, Old Plantation Days, 39. 
62 Smedes, Memorials of a Southern Planter, 86.  
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least of my nourishment from the generous breasts of a colored foster mother,” and 

because of this, “she and her infant son always held a peculiar place in [his] regards.”64 

 The realities of antebellum cross-racial wet nursing also became apparent in 

Smedes’s stories about one of her slaves, Uncle Isaac. Smedes wrote:  

Uncle Isaac's boast was that he was a child of the same year as the master, and 
that the master's mother had given to him in her own arms some of the baby 
Thomas's milk, as there was more of it than he wanted. He would draw himself up 
as he added, “I called marster brother till I was a right big boy, an' I called his 
mother ma till I was old enough to know better an' to stop it myself. She never 
tole me to stop.”65 

 
Later in the biography, Smedes related another encounter with Isaac when he “went over 

again his old story,” in which she again reported him saying, that the mistress “never tole 

me to stop.”66 The repetition of this story at two points in this publication suggests its 

significance to the author. Smedes likely viewed this anecdote as an amusing tidbit. Her 

characterization of the story as Isaac’s “boast,” which she suggests was infamous on the 

plantation, proves that she found it entertaining, and certainly not an indictment of the 

system of infant care in slavery. While it certainly may have been an exaggerated or even 

fabricated story, we can also assume it may have been true, since Chapter One 

demonstrated that some female enslavers nursed enslaved children to prevent their 

mothers from leaving their posts in the fields. Uncle Isaac’s “boast” thus demonstrates the 

fraught and complex emotional connections that developed because of interracial 

breastfeeding practices in slavery.  

 
64 R. Q. Mallard, Plantation Life Before Emancipation (Richmond: Whittet and Shepperson, 1892), 9, 
Documenting the American South, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Library, 
https://docsouth.unc.edu/fpn/mallard/mallard.html. See also Caroline Elizabeth Merrick, Old Times in Dixie 
Land: A Southern Matron’s Memories (New York: The Grafton Press, 1901), 99, Documenting the 
American South, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Library, 
https://www.docsouth.unc.edu/fpn/merrick/merrick.html. 
65 Smedes, Memorials of a Southern Planter, 70.  
66 Smedes, Memorials of a Southern Planter, 210. 



 
 

194 

In describing enslaved wet nurses, Smedes contended that “the devotion of the 

nurses to these foster-children was greater than the love for their own.”67 Here, she drew 

on a key characteristic of the “mammy” archetype. As discussed in Chapter Three, one 

key feature of mammy was loving white children more than her own, which, as Wallace-

Sanders explains, was a layered insult. It suggested that Black women “exhaust[ed] their 

store of maternal devotion with white children and come home on empty” and that Black 

child had “fewer, and less refined, needs.”68 Smedes included an anecdote that 

exemplified this supposed devotion. She described an enslaved nurse who left her own 

“very sick” baby at home to “stay with the white child.” Her mistress, however, “entirely 

disapproved, and urged her to go home to her own child, whose illness was more 

serious.”69 In this depiction, the moral and intellectual superiority of the mistress served 

to insult the intelligence of Black nurses, as well as their affection for and value of the 

lives of their own children.70  

As seen in the introduction, Smedes also explicitly utilized the mammy archetype 

in her work. Smedes informed readers that she wrote the biography of her father with her 

mammy by her side. In writing that Mammy Harriet “seems to claim us still as her 

babies,” Smedes attempted to assert the longevity of the mammy-white child relationship 

and its continued significance in the postbellum world.71 The continued importance of her 

mammy to Smedes in her adulthood underscored her nurse’s “proper” place in her family. 

 
67 Smedes, Memorials of a Southern Planter, 86. 
68 Wallace-Sanders, Mammy, 26.  
69 Smedes, Memorials of a Southern Planter, 86. 
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In Memorials of a Southern Planter, Smedes also included copies of correspondence 

between Thomas Dabney and his family. In these letters, Dabney highlighted the 

supposed affection between mammies and the white families they served in the late 

nineteenth century. For instance, in one letter, Dabney thanked his daughter’s “colored 

nurse” in 1885 for her birthday gift. In it, he described the nurse’s relationship with his 

grandchildren: she “nursed [them] from infancy with a care only short of maternal; and 

their affection for [her] corresponds to that relation.”72 Importantly, Dabney distanced 

mammies from a real “maternal” connection, as for him, their race and status prohibited 

them from such a feeling.  

Similarly, in a letter to his brother in 1884, Dabney wrote that his daughters “still 

call the woman who nursed them in their infancy and wait upon them in their girlhood 

mammy,” and further described mammies as “always privileged characters in the 

presence of their old masters, on whom they will call for anything without fear of a 

refusal.”73 Dabney’s characterization not only of his family’s mammy, but of “these 

mammies” generally, demonstrates the caricatured nature of mammies as archetypes in 

the white individual imagination. Indeed, the cultural touchstones like books and statues 

that embedded the mammy as a controlling image in the white collective imagination 

clearly established its power and relevance in the minds of individuals. In this private 

letter, Dabney used this characterization of mammies to prove his point that the Black 

population was “looked upon with more kindness (when in their places) here than at the 

North.”74 Here, Dabney revealed the overall utility of the mammy image to white 
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Southerners – the mammy attempted to keep Southern Black women “in their places” as 

carers for white children.  

 Other authors in this genre regularly depicted mammy characters in their own 

publications. Eliza Ripley, for instance, proclaimed that she “pit[ied] the little ones of to-

day with no black mammy of their very own to cuddle them to her warm bosom and 

comfort them.”75 Ripley thus denounced the free labor system of the New South, 

claiming it deprived white children of a fundamental form of affection. Ripley made her 

disapproval of the New South – and the freedoms it granted to Black women – even more 

explicit, writing, “The high-faultin’ nurses they have now, here to-day, gone to-morrow, 

without any anchorage in our hearts and homes, are not and never could be made 

mammies.”76  

Even when the term “mammy” was not used, authors drew on key aspects of the 

caricature. Author T. P. O’Connor, for instance, told a story that described the life-saving 

medical care of a “negro foster-mother, a strong, vigorous young woman,” who 

constructed a fan in order to cool an ill baby. O’Connor proclaimed that “in those days 

cool air came from love and service and splendid muscular strength.”77 Description of the 

strength and vigor of this “foster mother” certainly hearkens to the mammy stereotype, as 

does her unwavering care for a white infant. Invocation of her muscular strength 

additionally defined her as fundamentally different from white mothers, who were 

culturally defined by their delicate natures. The frequency with which this stereotype was 
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invoked suggests that the white authors of these reminiscences actively sought to relegate 

Black women to an enslaved status of a caregiver with no options to quit or subvert 

authority.  

In reminiscing on the antebellum South, Smedes’s publication, and others like it, 

sought to refute negative memories of slavery that existed in the postwar national and 

international community. Depictions of happy and subservient mammies and benevolent 

mistresses promoted segregation and other forms of racial subjugation upon which the 

New South was based.78 Black authors in the 1880s and 1890s, however, aimed to remind 

America of the atrocities perpetuated during slavery, as the next section will demonstrate.  

Charles W. Chesnutt, Louis Hughes, and Black Depictions of Slavery 

 Due to the failure of Radical Reconstruction and the implementation of a Jim 

Crow racial state in the South, historians traditionally considered the era between 

Reconstruction and World War I a “nadir” in African American history.79 More recently, 

however, historians have highlighted this period as a “crucial stage” in the cultural and 

literary history of Black Americans, despite the widespread disfranchisement, 

segregation, and violence that they faced.80 Authors like Charles W. Chesnutt and Louis 

Hughes represent two important forces in this stage of Black cultural history. Both sought 

to preserve the real, lived history of slavery that authors like Smedes sought to minimize. 

In the short story “Sis’ Becky’s Pickaninny,” Chesnutt narrated the story of a separation 

of a mother and infant. In Louis Hughes’s Thirty Years a Slave: From Bondage to 

Freedom: The Institution of Slavery as Seen on the Plantation and in the Home of the 
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Planter, he included vivid descriptions of the exploitation of Black women’s reproductive 

labor, including abuse of his nursing wife by his mistress. These publications exposed 

slavery’s denial of Black mothering to wide audiences. In doing so, these authors 

deconstructed normative notions of Black and white womanhood, revealing the falsity of 

widespread archetypes like the mammy and the benevolent mistress and thus 

undermining the gendered and racial order of the Jim Crow South.  

 Charles Chesnutt is one of the most prominent Black American authors of the late 

nineteenth century. He was born 1858 to parents that were free persons of color in Ohio. 

Chesnutt pursued a career as a writer and was the first Black author in The Atlantic with 

the publication of his short story, “The Goophered Grapevine,” in 1887. He is most 

notable for his collection of short stories, The Conjure Woman, from which “Sis’ Becky’s 

Pickaninny” comes.  

Chesnutt’s writing style was unique as a Black writer, as he mimicked some of the 

stylistic and literary styles of white authors of plantation literature, like Thomas Nelson 

Page and Joel Chandler Harris. Most notably, he utilized the same racist dialect that these 

white authors used when they wrote from the perspective of Black characters. White 

authors used this dialect to emphasize the mental inferiority of the Black population. 

Chesnutt, on the other hand, utilized this style purposefully, as it “gave Chesnutt the 

opportunity to publish materials with content that may not otherwise have found an outlet 

in the white, male dominated literary marketplace of the late nineteenth century.”81 The 

use of racist dialect provided a “counternarrative” to the white supremacist fiction that 
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Chesnutt imitated, as he “subtly deconstruct[ed] myths about slavery,” myths that 

endured as the New South was built.82 Chesnutt’s popularity soon declined in the years 

after The Conjure Woman, which suggests that the reading public did not fully grasp the 

kind of “ironic inversions” of the plantation genre that he employed.83 However, his work 

still represented a subversive force to the white supremacist Lost Cause depictions in the 

late nineteenth century.84 As Matthew Martin noted, Chesnutt’s “position as the first great 

African American fiction writer depends largely on the subversive quality of his writing, 

his ability to explode myths about American history and racial supremacy in ways we can 

see perhaps better than even Chesnutt himself.”85  

 “Sis’ Becky’s Pickaninny” is especially noteworthy in its depiction of a separation 

of a mother and infant during slavery. This very premise served to remind readers of one 

of the endless cruelties of slavery: family separations. Enslaved women and children 

were always at risk of being sold away from their families, especially as traders removed 

slaves from the Upper South in order to sustain the spread of slavery in the Deep South.86 

According to Julius, Chesnutt’s narrator, Becky was an antebellum slave. Her enslaver, 

“Kunnel Pen’leton,” sold her husband, and so she especially cherished her relationship 

with her “pickaninny.” Chesnutt described that “Ole Aun' Nancy, de plantation nuss down 

at de qua'ters, useter take keer er little Mose in de daytime,” and then after the enslaved 
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laborers finished their work in the fields, “Becky 'ud git her chile en kiss 'im en nuss 'im, 

en keep 'im 'tel mawnin.”87 Here, Chesnutt contested white claims that nursery systems 

were benevolent, instead demonstrating that they obstructed Black women from 

mothering their children during the workday. The affection that Becky showed her child 

also emphasized that Black women were devoted to their own children, working directly 

against claims that “mammies” loved white children and were indifferent to their own. 

Becky’s enslaver traded her for a horse. When the recipient of the sale was offered 

Becky’s child, along with her, he responded: he did not “wanter be both'rin' wid no 

[Black] babies. Nemmine de baby. I'll keep dat 'oman so busy she 'll fergit de baby; fer 

[slaves] is made ter wuk, en dey ain' got no time fer no sich foolis'ness ez babies.”88 

Here, Chesnutt exposed the prioritization of enslaved women’s productive labor in 

slavery at the expense of familial ties among the enslaved. Becky’s enslaver in this story 

recognized that the structure of labor fundamentally denied women’s ability to mother 

children and even dismissed the possibility of Black mothering as “foolis’ness.” Though 

“Kunnel Pen’leton” was a “kin’-hea’ted man,” he still went through with this transaction 

that separated a family. Chesnutt, here, underscored that even “good” enslavers actively 

participated in this cruel practice. 

 Chesnutt described the emotional pain of Becky when she realized this separation 

had occurred, describing that she “cried en went on ’bout her pickaninny.” He then 

narrated that because the crying “did n’ do no good…en he put Sis’ Becky ter wuk,” 
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Becky “fegot all ‘bout her habin’ a pickaninny.”89 Contemporaneous white readers may 

have interpreted Chesnutt’s description as a validation of the racist notion that Black 

mothers were indifferent to their children and did not possess the same maternal instinct 

that white women did. However, Chesnutt’s description of Becky actually lends insight 

into the emotional burdens that enslaved women bore, as well as the survival strategies 

that they employed, in the face of slavery’s denial of motherhood. Becky’s ambivalence 

soon shifted after the conjure woman turns Becky’s son into a hummingbird, allowing 

him to go visit her. This plot point signals a method of both survival and resistance to 

slavery, as these women found ways to combat the unjust structure of slavery that 

allowed family separations. After the visit from her child, Becky “dremp all dat night dat 

she wuz holdin’ her pickaninny in her arms, en kissin’ him, en nussin’ him, des lack she 

useter do back on de old plantation,” reaffirming Becky’s devotion to her children and 

undermining nineteenth-century stereotypes that Black women were apathetic to their 

children.90  

Ultimately, a conjure woman helps Becky reunite with her child. At the end of the 

story, the white female listener responds positively, while her husband questions the 

veracity of the “fairy tale,” as he names it. His wife, however, insists that the story is 

“true to nature, and might have happened half a hundred times, and no doubt did happen, 

in those horrid days before the war.”91 The white character’s recognition of the reality of 

familial separations was important in the late nineteenth century, when Lost Cause 

rhetoric embraced the idea slavery did not permit inhumanities like familial separations, 

 
89 Chesnutt, The Conjure Woman, 144.  
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just as proslavery defenders did before the Civil War.92 For instance, in her 

autobiography, “Ten Years on a Georgia Plantation Since the War,” Frances Butler Leigh 

asserted that though abolitionists had narrated slaves’ “separation from their own 

children” and other cruelties, freedmen could attest that they “did not suffer” under 

slavery or “regard it with the horror.”93 In writing a story about the separation of infant 

and child, Chesnutt thus exposed the reproductive exploitation that undergirded slavery, 

as antebellum enslavers valued enslaved women’s reproduction insofar as they birthed 

infants that could be sold for profit. In attacking the Lost Cause myths of “familial,” 

paternalistic relationships between enslavers and the enslaved, Chesnutt destabilized the 

racial and gendered structures of the postwar South.  

After emancipation, formerly enslaved men and women continued to publish their 

own stories of their experiences. Some of these authors were prominent authors before 

the Civil War; Sojourner Truth and Frederick Douglass, for instance, published new 

narratives in the 1880s.94 Others, like Louis Hughes, entered the American literary arena 

for the first time. Hughes was born on a Virginia plantation and, after separation from his 

mother, labored as a slave in Mississippi and Tennessee for roughly thirty years until he 

escaped to Union lines during the Civil War.95 After the war, he worked as a launderer 

with his wife in Milwaukee, where he paid a printer to publish Thirty Years a Slave. 

Unlike Charles Chesnutt, Hughes is not a particularly notable historical figure. He has not 

 
92 Angela Downes, “Look Away: The Impact of the Lost Cause on Civil Rights, Social Justice and Critical 
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93 Frances Butler Leigh, Ten Years on a Georgia Plantation Since the War (London: Richard Bentley & 
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94 William L. Andrews, ed., Slave Narratives After Slavery (Oxford University Press, 2011), ix. 
95 Harris Henderson, “Summary: Louis Hughes, b. 1832,” Documenting the American South, University of 
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served as the subject of attention for historians in the way that Chesnutt, or authors of 

antebellum slave narratives, like Douglass, have. However, just as the WPA narratives are 

historically significant in their descriptions of quotidian experiences slavery, so too are 

postbellum slave narratives like that of Hughes.  

Hughes elucidated the realities of infant care on plantations. While white 

reminiscences highlighted the supposed modernity of antebellum nurseries, Hughes 

instead underscored the insufficiency of antebellum infant care systems for both mothers 

and infants. In describing the nursery on his plantation, he noted that “it was rare” that the 

granny in charge of the infants “had any one [sic] to help her,” so she was constantly 

overwhelmed by her duties.96 He also documented that nursing women were only 

permitted to visit their infants three times a day during their labors, which was 

necessarily insufficient.97 While nursing women completed “light work,” like “hoeing 

potatoes and cutting weeds,” this labor still prohibited women from mothering their 

children properly. Hughes described the “heart-sighs of these sorrowing mothers,” whose 

children “would seem starved” because women could not feed their children as they 

wanted to.98  

Other slave narratives described similar conditions. Henry Clay Bruce wrote in 

1895, for instance, that nursing women were only allowed to “come to them three times a 

day between sun rise and sun set.”99 Charlotte Brooks recalled that when she was allowed 

 
96 Louis Hughes, Thirty Years a Slave: From Bondage to Freedom: The Institution of Slavery as Seen on the 
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Documenting the American South, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Library, 
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to go back to the slave quarters to nurse her child, her “poor child would be so hungry 

when [she] got to it”; and because she would have to walk “more than a mile” from the 

field to the house, she would “be so tired” that she would fall asleep while 

breastfeeding.100 Another author, Allen Parker, recalled that his mistress sometimes 

breastfed him as an infant “in order that [his] mother might not be kept from her work in 

the field.”101 These Black authors challenged the idea that infant care in slavery was 

defined by humane, modern systems of care. They instead insisted that readers 

recognized that slavery was built upon Black women’s productive exploitation and the 

consequential denial of Black women’s reproductive labor for their own children. 

Hughes’s recollections of infant care also challenged white narratives of 

Blackness in the late nineteenth century. During this period, some white Americans 

disguised their racism through feigned concern about rates of reproduction. Frances 

Butler Leigh, for instance, contended that the Black race was a “most prolific one” during 

slavery, but, after slavery, Black women only had two or three children, and they 

frequently died under their mothers’ care.102 James Battle Avirett similarly drew a 

distinction between the “rapid increase of the African race in the South prior to 1865,” 

and the declining “increase and healthfulness” of that population in the postwar period.103 

 
100 Octavia V. Rogers Albert, The House of Bondage or Charlotte Brooks and Other Slaves Original and 
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In reality, after 1880, fertility rates declined for both the Black and white populations.104 

White authors obscured this fact to argue that the conditions under slavery were actually 

beneficial for Black men and women.105  

Authors like Hughes, however, combatted such falsehoods with his memory of 

the labors of slavery. He recorded the health issues that stemmed from improper infant 

care. “The summer season was trying on the babies,” according to Hughes, and 

contributed to the “considerable” number of deaths of infants from cholera infantum.106 

Importantly, Hughes specifies that it was the “excessive heat” along with the “improper 

food” fed to the infants that caused this illness. Assertions of these kind – that the care of 

infants suffered because of enslavers’ treatment of slaves – were important in resisting the 

cultural efforts to undermine the parenting skills. 

 Hughes’s recollections of his wife’s labor also challenged white depictions of the 

“mammy” archetype. Hughes and his wife, Matilda were both house servants, a position 

which white authors depicted as the most coveted and revered position for enslaved 

laborers.107 The fictionalized “mammy” was a house servant, who received higher levels 

of affection and respect from white enslavers as compared to field laborers. Hughes, 

however, described both intensity of Matilda’s labor as a domestic servant and the 

violence she was subjected to. She was responsible for cooking all meals, cleaning the 

dishes, and washing and ironing clothing, along with nursing the enslavers’ children. The 

labor was so physically intensive that Hughes wrote that his “heart was sore and heavy, 
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for my wife was almost run to death with work.”108 Matilda was the kind of laborer that 

the “mammy” caricature embodied. But Hughes illustrated that her labor was not 

motivated by devotion and care, but by force, and was not in endless supply, but was 

physically grueling and dangerous.  

 Hughes’s narrative insists on the fact that it was the labor that enslaved women 

were forced to complete – and not parental neglect – that led to hunger and illness in 

Black children. He described the toll that Matilda’s labors took on his own children. With 

the duties that Hughes’s wife was forced to complete, Matilda clearly “had very little 

time with the children,” and the children in turn “grew puny and sickly from want of 

proper care.”109 The doctor diagnosed the problem: Matilda’s milk was “so heated by her 

constant and excessive labors as to be unwholesome, and she never had time to cool 

before ministering to them.”110 In a striking case of the cascading physical effects of 

exploited reproductive labor, Matilda’s bodily decline caused by overwork in the hose 

necessarily imperiled her small children’s survival. 

 Hughes’s autobiography also challenged cultural ideas of normative white 

womanhood. While white authors like Smedes depicted white mistresses as virtuous and 

caring, Hughes’s narrative reminded readers of the power that white women wielded in 

the slaveholding household. As discussed in previous chapters, slaveholding and enslaved 

women were both subjected to patriarchal power structures in the household. But as 

Thavolia Glymph has noted, the “common vulnerability of black and white women to 

white power” was “distinctly different in operation and meaning.”111 It did not undermine 
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patriarchal structures for “power [to] wear a white female face”; instead, the mastery of 

women over slaves undergirded the racial structure of slavery.112  

Hughes described the psychological terror that his mistress reigned on his wife. 

Hughes’s wife had previously resisted violence from their mistress. After the birth of the 

Hughes’s children, however, their mistress believed that “she had my wife tied, as the 

babies would be a barrier to anything like resistance on her part, and there would be no 

danger of her running away.” 113 Hughes’s description here demonstrated how white 

women manipulated and weaponized Black reproduction as means to ensure Black 

women’s obedience and prevent resistance. Indeed, he stated that the mistress did attempt 

to whip Matilda, but she still resisted. In this instance, “madam called for Boss,” and he 

grabbed and choked Matilda, saying to her "What do you mean? Is that the way you talk 

to ladies?”114 Here, Hughes revealed the intricacies of the patriarchal household, as the 

mistress had to call in her husband to reprimand Matilda. His enslaver’s words also 

underscored the inherent difference in Black womanhood and white womanhood – the 

word “ladies” was imbued with racial meaning, excluding Matilda and applicable only to 

white women. 

Hughes also documented the resistance that nursing mothers enacted under the 

violence of slavery, challenging cultural norms that characterized Black mothers as 

indifferent and incompetent. After the violent incident with her enslavers, Matilda 

“bundl[ed] up her babies' clothes” and left the plantation with her twin infants, hoping to 

escape this cruel treatment.115 She was found by her enslaver, however, and was subject 
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to cruel punishment, in which the “Boss and the madam beat her by turns.”116 Hughes 

then highlighted this mistreatment to the limits of his wife’s mothering capacities. He 

explained that his twins “lived only six months” after that beating, as their proper care 

being “impossible for their mother to give them while performing the almost endless 

labor required of her, under threats of cruel beatings.”117 Again, Hughes emphasized that 

it was the inherent structure of enslavement that threatened the health and lives of infants, 

not the mothering skills of Matilda.  

Other post-emancipation slave narratives similarly depicted violence by enslavers, 

and specifically mistresses, which undermined the late-nineteenth century ideals of white 

womanhood. For example, Elizabeth Keckley recalled being whipped for “carelessness” 

as a child nurse for her mistress’s child. Samuel Spottford Clement similarly described 

violence against his brother, who was a nurse for a white baby. Clement recalled that his 

brother would “get his ears pulled and sometimes whipped till the blood would run.”118 

These depictions mattered in the late nineteenth century, in which reverence for the virtue 

of white womanhood surged.119 White supremacists enacted violence against the 

emancipated Black population in the name of female white purity, and depictions of the 

white Southern belle as innocent, dependent, and virtuous populated American culture. 

Black autobiographers like Hughes, Keckley, and Spottford countered these cultural 
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depictions with their recollections of the cruel and violent power that white women 

wielded during slavery.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter has demonstrated that understanding depictions of the antebellum 

South lends insight into how Southerners made sense of the reordering of their society 

after the Civil War. Clearly, the antebellum South remained a significant cultural 

touchpoint for Americans as economic, racial, and gendered systems were being remade, 

with depictions of the antebellum South flooding the cultural market of late nineteenth 

century America. These literary representations were not innocuous memories of time 

past. White Southerners reacted to perceived threats to their social order in the late 

nineteenth century and wrote stories of a “simpler” time of race relations defined by 

white mistresses and Black mammies. They upheld notions of Black womanhood defined 

by subservience and loyalty to the white family, and notions of white womanhood 

defined by domesticity and motherhood, all which aimed to uphold the racial and 

economic order of the New South. This chapter has also demonstrated that Black authors 

consistently challenged postbellum forms of racial subjugation. One strategy of resistance 

was through Black depictions of slavery, which exposed readers to the exploitative nature 

of reproduction in slavery.  

The cultural desire to hearken back to the antebellum period did not end at the 

turn of the century. Gone with the Wind, in which Scarlett O’Hara’s “Mammy” was a 

main character and a racist caricature, was released in 1939 to instant popular success. It 
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has remained the highest grossing movie of all time when adjusted for inflation.120 

Confederate statues, which memorialized Confederate military men as “godlike” leaders 

and the Confederate cause more largely as righteous and noble, have remained erected 

into the twenty-first century.121 Just as this chapter demonstrated, though, these efforts 

have continued to be met with concerted resistance. Groups like the NAACP publicly 

protested the release of films that romanticized the antebellum South like Gone with the 

Wind.122 Twentieth-century Black women formed and joined cooperatives and unions 

aimed to better their working conditions as domestic servants.123 In the wake of the Black 

Lives Matter Movement, Aunt Jemima officially rebranded in 2021 to the Pearl Milling 

Company, and a number of prominent Confederate statues were removed. The antebellum 

South has thus remained a cultural canvas upon which white Americans have articulated, 

and contested, past and contemporary desired racial and gendered hierarchies. 
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Conclusion 
 
 

In Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Harriet Jacobs famously lamented, 

“Slavery is terrible for men; but it is far more terrible for women. Superadded to the 

burden common to all, they have wrongs, and sufferings, and mortifications peculiarly 

their own.”1 This project has attempted to demonstrate that mothering was a central form 

of labor “superadded” to women’s lives in antebellum Southern slavery. Mothering is 

certainly not the first type of labor that usually comes to mind in relation to slavery, as the 

work that enslaved women and men completed in the fields has understandably 

dominated the cultural memory of the institution. This study has shown that mothering 

was another form of labor that fundamentally shaped all women’s lives in the 

slaveholding household, including those who did not birth children themselves. The 

reproductive labor required to care for Black and white infants implicated enslaved 

women, slaveholding women, and enslaved children in an interdependent system of labor 

predicated on exploitation and abuse. The needs and demands of mothering shaped what 

enslaved and slaveholding women were permitted to do, and obstructed from doing, in 

their daily lives. Mothering not only determined the quotidian experiences of 

Southerners, but it undergirded the slave system itself. The economic system of slavery 

fundamentally relied on the reproductive labor that women, Black and white, performed 

to sustain the enslaved population as well as the slaveholding population. 

 This project has also revealed the ubiquity of mothering in antebellum American 

cultural, political, and scientific discourses. Definitions and ideals of womanhood – ideas 
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of who women were and what they should be – permeated politics, science, medicine, 

and culture. Physicians and racial scientists “studied” infant care and maternal instinct 

and made bold declarations about women’s capacities for mothering. Defenders and 

critics of slavery recognized mothering as a useful rhetorical tool through which to 

articulate their respective arguments. Writers, activists, and politicians alike thus 

regularly invoked mothering in the nineteenth century. This project has shown that 

mothering was a vehicle through which Americans made sense of the people and 

structures of labor around them.  

Jennifer Morgan proclaimed that when historians “invoke race and gender as 

critical analytic categories,” they “set in motion radical changes.”2 This project has 

attempted to enact that change through its contribution to the growing body of racial and 

gendered history of the antebellum South. Specifically, this project has demonstrated how 

the labor of mothering shaped, and was shaped by, ideological constructions of Black 

womanhood and white womanhood. Cultural sources defined white womanhood by 

virtue, intellect, and nurture in mothering, while they defined Black womanhood by 

loyalty and devotion in the care of white children and neglect in the mothering of their 

own children. These ideas were legitimized by medicine and science and were readily 

embraced by American men and women who were afforded power and protection from 

patriarchal white supremacy. 

This history of antebellum mothering uncovers a number of seeming 

contradictions. Enslavers valued enslaved women for their ability to reproduce, and yet 

they systematically denied them the ability to properly care for their newborn children. 
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White Southerners asserted the innate, biological inferiority of the Black race, and yet 

they forced Black women to provide the most intimate care for white children. White 

women were valorized for their virtuous roles as mothers and heads of the domestic 

spheres, and yet white Southern women routinely shirked their domestic responsibilities, 

allocating that reproductive labor to enslaved women. Racial scientists, physicians, and 

proslavery advocates depicted Black women as neglectful and unfit mothers to their own 

children, and yet they also depicted them as loyal servants devoted to the care of white 

children. Abolitionists sympathetically portrayed the plight of Black women and children 

in slavery, and yet their portrayals objectified and obscured the experiences of enslaved 

women and centered the feelings and power of white women instead.  

The extent of these inconsistencies may strike the reader as shocking. However, 

these paradoxes demonstrate the agility of the white supremacist, patriarchal framework 

of the antebellum South. When analyzing the antebellum Southern household, the logic 

of these seemingly oppositional structures of labor and cultural depictions of women 

becomes clear. These “contradictions” cohered together to uphold this racist and sexist 

system within individual households and within the South more largely. Indeed, lived 

experience and cultural depictions were mutually reinforcing, as they interacted 

cyclically to undergird antebellum Southern society. The structure and denial of 

mothering on plantations resulted from the exploitative economic logic of slavery. This 

structure and denial then shaped ideas of what “good” and “bad” mothers looked. These 

ideas proliferated in society through scientific, political, and culture literature. In turn, 

these culturally understood notions of Black and white womanhood legitimized the 
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powers and constraints placed on women’s lives – the structure of their labors, their 

ability to exploit others, their access to medical care, among other things.  

These paradoxes also simultaneously reveal the precariousness of the antebellum 

Southern slave system, as it was met with resistance at every turn. Chapter Five explored 

examples of Black literary subversion of dominant Lost Cause ideology in the postbellum 

South. This resistance was ever present during slavery as well. Black women 

surreptitiously consumed contraceptives like cotton root, preventing conception and thus 

subverting the goals of individual enslavers and slavery as an institution.3 They ran away 

and physically fought back against enslavers. They taught their children abolitionist 

principles.4 The control enslavers exerted over enslaved women and infant care resulted 

from their keen awareness of women’s ability to subvert their authority.  

Mothering After 1865 

In her WPA interview in 1936, Mattie Fannen spoke about her life after freedom. 

When she lived in Atlanta, with her infant in tow, she worked as a cook for a white 

woman who also had a newborn. Fannen “didn’t have time to do the work and nurse and 

get [her] baby to sleep,” as so it “cried and fretted till [she] got dinner done.” The 

employer sent word for Fannen to leave the child in her own apartment, because “she 

wasn’t going to have a n----- baby crying in her kitchen and messing it up.” Fannen, in 

turn, “left and . . . never cooked out no more.”5 This anecdote elucidates the simultaneous 

continuities and the changes to the realities of mothering in the postbellum world that 
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Chapter Five introduced. Fannen faced the same disruption to her ability to mother her 

child that so many enslaved women did during slavery. Unlike those women, however, 

Fannen was able to assert her newfound freedom by quitting, ultimately controlling the 

terms of her work.  

The significance of mothering as it related to notions of race, gender, and labor 

did not end in the antebellum period. In the disorder and promise of the postbellum 

South, mothering practices necessarily shifted with changing economic conditions. As 

Chapter Five demonstrated, with emancipation, planters could no longer exert full control 

over their workers, granting Black women a degree of freedom previously unknown to 

them. With this freedom, however, came new challenges. The ideological value of Black 

mothers fundamentally shifted after emancipation, as their reproduction was no longer 

valued as it was in slavery. Black mothers with small children thus faced even more 

limited job opportunities, as employers saw postbellum Black workers as fungible, and 

would readily fire women if they believed mothering disrupted their work. Furthermore, 

malnutrition, and disease disproportionally threatened Black mothers.6 

At the same time, new political, economic, and social contexts led Americans to 

articulate new ideas about race and gender. For instance, white Americans grew 

increasingly concerned about the prevalence of freed Black Americans in cities. The 

question of the vitality of the Black race unburdened by the shackles of slavery motivated 

publications like The Traits and Tendencies of the American Negro (1896). These kinds of 
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“scientific” publications reproduced notions that Black mothers were racially determined 

to be neglectful and irresponsible.7  

Shifting dynamics of labor, migration, and urbanization converged at the turn of 

the twentieth century. Industrialization of Northern cities, the Gold Rush in California, 

and the construction of railroads proved attractive job opportunities from increasing 

numbers of immigrants from south and eastern Europe, Ireland and England, and China. 

Black Americans similarly flocked to cities in both the North and the South. White 

Americans soon began to fear “race suicide” – the idea that the middle-class white 

American race would soon die out and be replaced by other, nonwhite populations. These 

ideas cohered in the eugenics movement, which held that moral and intellectual qualities 

were hereditary, passed through the genes of the parents. As such, promoters of these 

beliefs sought to promote reproduction of “fit” (white, middle-class, neurotypical, etc.) 

populations and discourage reproduction of “unfit” (non-white, “feeble-minded,” 

working class, etc.) populations. Eugenicists reinvigorated the ideological importance of 

white womanhood. The future of the dominant population was placed in the hands of 

white women, whose “fertility had become a potential panacea for the problems of racial 

degeneracy.”8 The survival of the white race thus charged white woman even more 

forcefully with the duty of women to birth and raise healthy infants. Domestic 

motherhood was thus critical to this new articulation of white womanhood, “the mother 

of tomorrow.” Mothering clearly remained a contentious topic through which ideas of 

notions of gender and race were articulated at the turn of the twentieth century. 

 
7 Frederick Ludwig Hoffman, The Traits and Tendencies of the American Negro (New York: MacMillan 
Company, 1896).  
8 Wendy Kline, Building a Better Race: Gender, Sexuality, and Eugenics from the Turn of the Century to the 
Baby Boom (University of California Press, 2005), 8.  
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Future Scholarship 

 Several areas for possible future research emerge from this project. My focus on 

enslaved and slaveholding women leaves critical gaps in experience, as other groups of 

women lived and labored in the antebellum South. Incorporation of middling and poor 

white women in an analysis of mothering would lend critical insight into the complexities 

of white women’s lives and the inability of many white women to attain the virtuous ideal 

of normative womanhood. Analysis of free Black women would be similarly useful. 

Through examination of these populations, the non-slaveholding Southern household 

would emerge as a unit of study. Comparison between different types of households 

would allow us to better understand the realities of mothering for all women in the 

antebellum South.  

 I also consider examination of mothering in relation to antebellum Native 

American women a particularly fruitful area for future research. Formerly enslaved men 

and women regularly recalled interactions with indigenous people in their WPA 

interviews, with some recalling specifically how Native mothers breastfed their children. 

Depictions of indigenous women’s mothering practices were also common in cultural 

publications. For instance, racial scientists of the nineteenth century used the mothering 

practices of Native women to produce their racial taxonomies. Analysis of mothering 

could lend insight into antebellum understandings of how indigenous womanhood was 

defined and understood in antebellum American culture.9 

 
9 This potential work would build on the work of Margaret Jacobs. Margaret Jacobs, White Mother to a 
Dark Race: Settler Colonialism, Maternalism, and the Removal of Indigenous Children in the American 
West and Australia, 1880-1940 (University of Nebraska Press, 2009).  
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As noted in footnotes in Chapter Two and Chapter Four, there is more work to do 

in connecting my analysis of mothering to antebellum cases and depictions of infanticide 

in relation to both Black and white women. In Chapter Two, I included brief analysis of 

phrenological understandings of infanticide primarily to underscore racial scientific ideas 

about maternal instinct. Otherwise, I recognized that this project in its current scope 

could not analyze real cases of infanticide, along with proslavery and antislavery 

depictions of infanticide, with the theoretical and historiographical thoroughness that the 

topic necessitates. Historians have certainly uncovered the importance of infanticide in 

slavery as a topic of slavery; Felicity M. Turner’s Proving Pregnancy: Gender, Law, and 

Medical Knowledge in Nineteenth-Century America (2018) represents a significant 

contribution to this historiography, for instance. Further scholarship could combine 

cultural analysis of depictions of infanticide with a social history of the practice. For 

instance, abolitionist materials are replete with references to the case of Margaret Garner, 

an enslaved woman who killed her child when caught in her escape to the North, and 

references to infanticide are undoubtedly present in WPA narratives.  

The lack of available primary source material from some groups of women, like 

enslaved women, may scare off some scholars from investigating topics like mothering. 

Indeed, few sources exist that represent perspective of women who actually performed 

care for infants. When I chose to study mothering, however, I recognized that it 

demanded creative engagement with a wide variety of archival material. It also required 

engagement with non-traditional historical sources, like works of fiction, which are 

invaluable historical sources for uncovering dominant ideologies. Furthermore, for this 

project, I recognized the connections between various related lines of scholarship, like 
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that of Southern medicine, the slavery debate, and late nineteenth-century literature, 

uncovering mothering as a clear common thread throughout them. When historians put a 

variety of sources and historiographies in conversation with one another, they can push 

the bounds of historical scholarship further.  

This project originally stemmed from my interest in the ways that race defined 

notions of womanhood. I sought to further understand how and why Black and white 

womanhood were defined in relation to each other; i.e., the idea that there is no definition 

of white womanhood without a relational definition Black womanhood. This project 

urges all future historians – especially those for whom race is not their primary category 

of analysis – to consider race when employing analysis of women in their scholarship. 

Recognizing the complexity of the experiences of women is necessary to elucidate how 

white supremacy has historically interacted with and relied upon patriarchy.   

Mothering has remained a touchpoint for cultural articulations of race and gender 

into the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Notions of Black womanhood and 

white womanhood remain deeply ingrained in the American zeitgeist, and they continue 

to inform policy decisions, medical care, and depictions of women in cultural depictions. 

The late twentieth-century construction of “crack mothers” and “crack babies,” for 

instance, certainly evokes the medical and cultural constructions of Black women 

examined in this work. Indeed, just as enslavers justified the separation of families in 

slavery, the notion that Black women purposefully harmed their children through the 

usage of crack cocaine during pregnancy sanctioned the incarceration of Black women 

and the separation of Black families. Additionally, a deep schism between white and 

Black maternal and infant mortality rates continues to haunt the American medical 
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establishment, with Black women and children dying at alarming rates. Moreover, 

reinvigorated concerns about the birth rate have encouraged pronatalist voices to call 

upon women (white women, implicitly) to embrace their traditional roles in the home and 

bear more children.10 Policies and discourses about mothering continue to reinforce racial 

difference between Black and white womanhood. Recognition of these policies and 

discourses as historically constructed and intimately tied to racial and gendered 

hierarchies, as this project has done, allows us to question, subvert, and protest them. 

 
10 “Baby Bonuses and Motherhood Medals: Why We Shouldn’t Trust the Pronatalist Movement,” National 
Women’s Law Center, August 13, 2025, https://nwlc.org/resource/baby-bonuses-and-motherhood-medals-
why-we-shouldnt-trust-the-pronatalist-movement/.  

https://nwlc.org/resource/baby-bonuses-and-motherhood-medals-why-we-shouldnt-trust-the-pronatalist-movement/
https://nwlc.org/resource/baby-bonuses-and-motherhood-medals-why-we-shouldnt-trust-the-pronatalist-movement/
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