

[image: ]




[image: ]

DOROTHY ROBERTS

KILLING THE BLACK BODY




Dorothy Roberts graduated from Yale College and Harvard Law School. The author of more than forty articles and essays that have appeared in, among other publications, the Harvard Law Review and The New York Times, she is a professor at Northwestern University School of Law, where she teaches courses in criminal and family law and civil liberties. She lives in Evanston, Illinois.





[image: ]




FIRST VINTAGE BOOKS EDITION, JANUARY 1999

Copyright © 1997 by Dorothy Roberts

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Published in the United States by Vintage Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and simultaneously in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto. Originally published in hardcover in the United States by Pantheon Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, in 1997.

Grateful acknowledgment is made to the Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College, for permission to reprint excerpts from the Margaret Sanger Papers. Reprinted by permission of the Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College, Northampton, Massachusetts.

The Library of Congress has cataloged the Pantheon edition as follows:

Roberts, Dorothy, 1956–
Killing the black body: race, reproduction, and the meaning of liberty / Dorothy Roberts.
p.   cm.
ISBN 0-679-44226-X
1. Birth control—United States.
2. Afro-American women—Civil rights.
3. Welfare recipients—United States.
4. Race discrimination—United States. I. Title.
HQ766.5.U5R58 1997
363.9′6’0973—dc21         97-2383

Vintage ISBN: 0-679-75869-0
eBook ISBN: 978-0-8041-5259-4

Cover design by Joan Wong

Author photograph © Barbara A. Kretzschmar

www.randomhouse.com

v3.1_r2





To my precious children,
Amilcar, Camilo, and Yaosca




Contents


Cover

About the Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Acknowledgments

Introduction



1 REPRODUCTION IN BONDAGE

2 THE DARK SIDE OF BIRTH CONTROL

3 FROM NORPLANT TO THE CONTRACEPTIVE VACCINE
The New Frontier of Population Control

4 MAKING REPRODUCTION A CRIME

5 THE WELFARE DEBATE
Who Pays for Procreation?

6 RACE AND THE NEW REPRODUCTION

7 THE MEANING OF LIBERTY


Notes




Acknowledgments

This book is the product of eight years of research and writing about race and reproductive freedom. I have countless people to thank for their comments as I have presented my ideas at workshops, conferences, and seminars over that period. Rutgers University School of Law, and Deans Peter Simmons and Roger Abrams, provided a wonderfully supportive environment for my work. Yale Law School’s invitation to deliver the 1993 Thomas Lecture, which I entitled “Race and Reproduction,” provided the spark. My fellowship at Harvard University’s Program in Ethics and the Professions, directed by Dennis Thompson, gave me the opportunity to start writing this book. Martha Fineman’s Feminism and Legal Theory Workshops at Columbia Law School and the Northeast Corridor of Black Women Law Professors were especially helpful.

I am indebted to numerous scholars who read and commented on papers that contributed to this book, including Taunya Banks, Joan Callahan, Norman Cantor, Rebecca Dresser, Nancy Ehrenreich, Judith Greenberg, Dwight Greene, Joel Handler, Kenneth Karst, Howard Latin, Nadine Taub, George Thomas, and Iris Marion Young. My thinking on welfare benefitted from conversations with Marion Smiley and Lucie White. Anita Allen, Regina Austin, Derrick Bell, Jerome Culp, Peggy Davis, Martha Fineman, Martha Minow, Jim Pope, and Susan Wolf deserve special recognition for their inspiration and support. Peggy Davis and Susan Wolf also generously commented on the final manuscript and improved it immensely.

One of the many privileges of being a law professor is having the benefit of research assistants. I would like to thank the following Rutgers Law School graduates whose invaluable research contributed to this book: Anita Brown, Decanda Faulk, Marianne Hatcher, Donna Jackson, Nina Loewenstein, Bronwen Mantlo, Elizabeth Marshall, Frederick Morton, Eric Pennington, Deborah Reid, Mavel Ruiz, Sandra Satchell, Valenicia Smith, Lysette Toro, Claudia Wernick, and Andrea Williams. I am also grateful to Simone Sandy, who provided research and friendship during my fellowship year at the Program in Ethics and the Professions. A team of Rutgers students (Elliot Monteverde-Torres, Melanie Routh, Margaret Hall, Kevin Kreisler, Theodora McCormick, and Eileen O’Toole) helped in the final stages of writing this book. Secretaries Bobbie Leach at Rutgers and Helen Hawkins at Harvard also provided important assistance.

I greatly appreciate the contributions of several organizations that generously sent me court papers, newsletters, and other information: ACLU Reproductive Freedom and Women’s Rights Projects, ACLU of Chicago, Center for Reproductive Law and Policy, National Black Women’s Health Project, National Women’s Health Network, NOW Legal Defense and Education Fund, Planned Parenthood Federation, and Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Education Fund. I am also grateful to Wendy Chavkin, Sherrill Cohen, Deb Ellis, Lori Valencia Greene, Alexandra Halkin, Mary Faith Marshall, Lynn Paltrow, Nina Perales, Julia Scott, and Judith Scully for discussions and interviews.

I am indebted to several people who helped me turn my years of research into a book. Jane Alexander encouraged me to take the book to a broader audience and suggested my agent and publisher. My agent, Kathy Robbins, and my editor at Pantheon, Erroll McDonald, believed in this project from the start and gave me sound advice. Marya Van’t Hul at Beacon Press and Bruce Nichols at The Free Press also encouraged me early on.

I could not have completed this book without the loving embrace of friends and family, who discussed my ideas, endured my preoccupation with writing, and watched my children. I am deeply grateful to Brenda and Alva Drakes, Michael Hanchard, Sheryl Jackson, Lela Jackson, Debra and Major Jennings, Sonya Smith, Nancy Tart, and Pamela Tyler for all their support. I appreciate the prayers of Rev. Michael Harriot and my friends at St. Mark’s United Methodist Church. My parents, sisters, husband, and children have blessed me with the most incredible love and commitment.

Some of the material in this book previously appeared in the following law review articles: “Punishing Drug Addicts Who Have Babies: Women of Color, Equality, and the Right of Privacy,” Harvard Law Review 104 (1991), p. 1419; “The Genetic Tie,” University of Chicago Law Review 62 (1995), p. 209; “Irrationality and Sacrifice in the Welfare Reform Consensus,” Virginia Law Review 81 (1995), p. 2607; “Welfare and the Problem of Black Citizenship,” Yale Law Journal 105 (1996), p. 1563; and “Race and the New Reproduction,” Hastings Law Journal 47 (1996), p. 935.


Introduction


The painful, patient, and silent toil of mothers to gain a fee simple title to the bodies of their daughters, the despairing fight, as of an entrapped tigress, to keep hallowed their own persons, would furnish material for epics.

ANNA JULIA COOPER, 18931



In 1989, officials in Charleston, South Carolina, initiated a policy of arresting pregnant women whose prenatal tests revealed they were smoking crack. In some cases, a team of police tracked down expectant mothers in the city’s poorest neighborhoods. In others, officers invaded the maternity ward to haul away patients in handcuffs and leg irons, hours after giving birth. One woman spent the final weeks of pregnancy detained in a dingy cell in the Charleston County Jail. When she went into labor, she was transported in chains to the hospital, and remained shackled to the bed during the entire delivery. All but one of the four dozen women arrested for prenatal crimes in Charleston were Black.

We are in the midst of an explosion of rhetoric and policies that degrade Black women’s reproductive decisions. Poor Black mothers are blamed for perpetuating social problems by transmitting defective genes, irreparable crack damage, and a deviant lifestyle to their children. A controversial editorial in the Philadelphia Inquirer suggested coerced contraception as a solution to the Black underclass. Noting that “[t]he main reason more black children are living in poverty is that the people having the most children are the ones least capable of supporting them,” the editorial proposed reducing the number of children born to poor Black women by implanting them with the long-acting contraceptive Norplant. This thinking was supported by the best-selling book The Bell Curve, which claims that social disparities stem from the higher fertility rates of genetically less intelligent groups, including Blacks.

Along with this disparagement of Black motherhood, policymakers have initiated a new wave of reproductive regulation. The targeting of Black women who use drugs during pregnancy is only one example. State legislatures across the country are considering measures designed to keep women on welfare from having babies—a goal also advanced by Newt Gingrich’s Contract with America and then incorporated in the newly enacted federal welfare law. The plans range from denying benefits to children born to welfare mothers to mandatory insertion of Norplant as a condition of receiving aid. Many family-planning clinics, with the support of Medicaid, are already encouraging young Black women to keep the risky device implanted in their arms. The emerging agenda is reminiscent of government-sponsored programs as late as the 1970s that coerced poor Black women by the thousands into being sterilized. Meanwhile, a fertility business devoted to helping white middle-class couples to have children is booming.

How can we possibly confront racial injustice in America without tackling this assault on Black women’s procreative freedom? How can we possibly talk about reproductive health policy without addressing race, as well as gender? Yet books on racial justice tend to neglect the subject of reproductive rights; and books on reproductive freedom tend to neglect the influence of race. Few, if any, have addressed the many dimensions of governmental regulation of Black women’s childbearing or the impact this repression has had on the way Americans think about reproductive liberty.

The story I tell about reproductive rights differs dramatically from the standard one. In contrast to the account of American women’s increasing control over their reproductive decisions, centered on the right to an abortion, this book describes a long experience of dehumanizing attempts to control Black women’s reproductive lives. The systematic, institutionalized denial of reproductive freedom has uniquely marked Black women’s history in America. Considering this history—from slave masters’ economic stake in bonded women’s fertility to the racist strains of early birth control policy to sterilization abuse of Black women during the 1960s and 1970s to the current campaign to inject Norplant and Depo-Provera in the arms of Black teenagers and welfare mothers—paints a powerful picture of the link between race and reproductive freedom in America.

Several years ago I spoke at a forum in a neighborhood church entitled “Civil Rights Under Attack: Recent Supreme Court Decisions,” sponsored by several civil rights organizations. I chose to focus on how the Supreme Court’s decision in Webster v. Reproductive Health Services, which weakened the holding in Roe v. Wade and denied women a right to abortion in publicly funded hospitals, hurt Black women. I linked the decision to a series of current attacks on Black women’s reproductive autonomy, including the growing trend to prosecute poor Black mothers for smoking crack while pregnant. When it came time for questions, I was immediately assailed by a man in the audience for risking solidarity around racial issues by interjecting the controversial issue of reproduction. He thought it was dangerous to mention the word “abortion.” He said that reproductive rights was a “white woman’s issue,” and he advised me to stick to traditional civil rights concerns, such as affirmative action, voting rights, and criminal justice.

While this man felt that the civil rights agenda should leave out reproductive health concerns, the mainstream reproductive rights agenda has neglected Black women’s concerns. Public and scholarly debate about reproductive freedom has centered on abortion, often ignoring other important reproductive health policies that are most likely to affect Black women. Yet I came to grasp the importance of women’s reproductive autonomy, not from the mainstream abortion rights movement, but from studying the lives of slave women, like those described by Anna Julia Cooper, who fought to retain control over their reproductive lives. The feminist focus on gender and identification of male domination as the source of reproductive repression often overlooks the importance of racism in shaping our understanding of reproductive liberty and the degree of “choice” that women really have.

I want this book to convince readers that reproduction is an important topic and that it is especially important to Black people. It is important not only because the policies I discuss keep Black women from having children but because these policies persuade people that racial inequality is perpetuated by Black people themselves. The belief that Black procreation is the problem remains a major barrier to radical change in America. It is my hope that by exposing its multiple reincarnations, this book will help to put this dangerous fallacy to rest. I also want this book to convince readers to think about reproduction in a new way. These policies affect not only Black Americans but also the very meaning of reproductive freedom.

My objective is to place these issues in their broader political context by exploring how the denial of Black reproductive autonomy serves the interests of white supremacy. I am also interested in the way in which the dominant understanding of reproductive rights has been shaped by racist assumptions about Black procreation. Three central themes, then, run through the chapters of this book. The first is that regulating Black women’s reproductive decisions had been a central aspect of racial oppression in America. Not only do these policies injure individual Black women, but they also are a principal means of justifying the perpetuation of a racist social structure. Second, the control of Black women’s reproduction has shaped the meaning of reproductive liberty in America. The traditional understanding of reproductive freedom has had to accommodate practices that blatantly deny Black women control over critical decisions about their bodies. Highlighting the racial dimensions of contemporary debates such as welfare reform, the safety of Norplant, public funding of abortion, and the morality of new reproductive technologies is like shaking up a kaleidoscope and taking another look.

Finally, in light of the first two themes, we need to reconsider the meaning of reproductive liberty to take into account its relationship to racial oppression. While Black women’s stories are sometimes inserted as an aside in deliberations about reproductive issues, I place them at the center of this reconstructive project. How does Black women’s experience change the current interpretation of reproductive freedom? The dominant notion of reproductive liberty is flawed in several ways. It is limited by the liberal ideals of individual autonomy and freedom from government interference; it is primarily concerned with the interests of white, middle-class women; and it is focused on the right to abortion. The full extent of many Americans’ conception of reproductive freedom is the Constitution’s protection against laws that ban abortion. I suggest an expanded and less individualistic conception of reproductive liberty that recognizes control of reproduction as a critical means of racial oppression and liberation in America. I do not deny the importance of autonomy over one’s own reproductive life, but I also recognize that reproductive policy affects the status of entire groups. Reproductive liberty must encompass more than the protection of an individual woman’s choice to end her pregnancy. It must encompass the full range of procreative activities, including the ability to bear a child, and it must acknowledge that we make reproductive decisions within a social context, including inequalities of wealth and power. Reproductive freedom is a matter of social justice, not individual choice.

Black women’s earliest experience in America was one of brutal denial of autonomy over reproduction. In Chapter 1, I describe the exploitation of slave women’s capacity to produce more slaves and the denial of their rights as mothers. After Emancipation, racism continued to corrupt notions of reproductive liberty, helping to direct the birth control movement which emerged early in this century. Chapter 2 explores the alliances between birth control advocates and eugenicists during the 1920s and 1930s, as well as the rampant sterilization abuse of Black women in later decades. It also considers the debate about family planning and genocide that took place within the Black community throughout this period. In Chapters 3 through 5, I demonstrate that a panoply of policies continue to degrade Black women’s reproductive decisions. Plans to distribute Norplant in Black communities as a means of addressing their poverty, law enforcement practices that penalize Black women for bearing a child, and welfare reform measures that cut off assistance for children born to welfare mothers all proclaim the same message: The key to solving America’s social problems is to curtail Black women’s birth rates. In Chapter 6, I argue that race also determines the use and popularity of technologies designed to enable people to have children.

Finally, Chapter 7 presents a reconception of liberty that takes into account this relationship between race and reproduction. The book ends by proposing an approach to reproductive rights that acknowledges the complementary and overlapping qualities of the Constitution’s guarantees of liberty and equality. This approach recognizes the connection between the dehumanization of the individual and the repression of the group. It provides a positive claim to state support for poor women’s procreative decisions that counters proposals to cut funding both for children born to women on welfare and for abortion. It also adds a compelling dimension to the feminist claim that reproductive liberty is essential to women’s political and social citizenship. Thus, I hope to show that, while racism has perverted dominant notions of reproductive freedom, the quest to secure Black women’s reproductive autonomy can transform the meaning of liberty for everyone.

The greatest risk in writing a book about reproductive domination is that it will leave the false impression that Black women have been no more than passive puppets in a unidimensional plot to control their actions. I try to avoid that perception by showing throughout this book Black women’s activism in the struggle to control their own bodies. The full story of Black women’s resistance and its impact on the national movement for reproductive freedom is long overdue. As Anna Julia Cooper recognized a century ago, this “fight, as of an entrapped tigress, … would furnish material for epics.”

“BEARERS OF ‘INCURABLE IMMORALITY’ ”

Before turning to the history of reproductive regulation, it is important to recognize the images of Black women that form its backdrop. America has always viewed unregulated Black reproduction as dangerous. For three centuries, Black mothers have been thought to pass down to their offspring the traits that marked them as inferior to any white person. Along with this biological impairment, it is believed that Black mothers transfer a deviant lifestyle to their children that dooms each succeeding generation to a life of poverty, delinquency, and despair. A persistent objective of American social policy has been to monitor and restrain this corrupting tendency of Black motherhood.

Regulating Black women’s fertility seems so imperative because of the powerful stereotypes that propel these policies. A popular mythology that portrays Black women as unfit to be mothers has left a lasting impression on the American psyche. Although these attitudes are not universally held, they influence the way many Americans think about reproduction. Myths are more than made-up stories. They are also firmly held beliefs that represent and attempt to explain what we perceive to be the truth. They can become more credible than reality, holding fast even in the face of airtight statistics and rational argument to the contrary. American culture is replete with derogatory icons of Black women—Jezebel, Mammy, Tragic Mulatto, Aunt Jemima, Sapphire, Matriarch, and Welfare Queen. Over the centuries these myths have made Black women seem like “nothing more than the bearers of ‘incurable immorality.’ ”2 In this introduction, I focus on those images that have justified the restrictions on Black women’s childbearing explored in subsequent chapters.

Reproduction as Degeneracy

The degrading mythology about Black mothers is one aspect of a complex set of stereotypes that deny Black humanity in order to rationalize white supremacy.3 The white founding fathers justified their exclusion of Blacks from the new republic by imbuing them with a set of attributes that made them unfit for citizenship. The men who crafted the nation’s government, such as Thomas Jefferson, claimed that Blacks lacked the capacity for rational thought, independence, and self-control that was essential for self-governance.4 Racist thinking dictates that Black bodies, intellect, character, and culture are all inherently vulgar.5 It reflects a pattern of oppositional categories in which whites are associated with positive characteristics (industrious, intelligent, responsible), while Blacks are associated with the opposite, negative qualities (lazy, ignorant, shiftless).6 These disparaging stereotypes of Black people all proclaim a common message: it is the depraved, self-perpetuating character of Blacks themselves that leads to their inferior social status.

Scientific racism understands racial variation as a biological distinction that determines superiority and inferiority.7 Only a theory rooted in nature could systematically account for the anomaly of slavery existing in a republic founded on a radical commitment to liberty, equality, and natural rights. Whites invented the hereditary trait of race and endowed it with the concept of racial superiority and inferiority to resolve the contradiction between slavery and liberty. Scientific racism explained domination by one group over another as the natural order of things: Blacks were biologically destined to be slaves, and whites were destined to be their masters. It also forged an indelible link between race and policies governing reproduction. Because race was defined as an inheritable trait, preserving racial distinctions required policing reproduction. Reproductive politics in America inevitably involved racial politico.

As both biological and social reproducers, it is only natural that Black mothers would be a key focus of this racist ideology. White childbearing is generally thought to be a beneficial activity: it brings personal joy and allows the nation to flourish. Black reproduction, on the other hand, is treated as a form of degeneracy. Black mothers are seen to corrupt the reproduction process at every stage. Black mothers, it is believed, transmit inferior physical traits to the product of conception through their genes. They damage their babies in the womb through their bad habits during pregnancy. Then they impart a deviant lifestyle to their children through their example. This damaging behavior on the part of Black mothers—not arrangements of power—explains the persistence of Black poverty and marginality. Thus it warrants strict measures to control Black women’s childbearing rather than wasting resources on useless social programs.

George Frederickson’s description of the rationale for Jim Crow laws parallels the welfare and crime reform rhetoric we hear today:


If the blacks were a degenerating race with no future, the problem ceased to be one of how to prepare them for citizenship or even how to make them more productive and useful members of the community. The new prognosis pointed rather to the need to segregate or quarantine a race liable to be a source of contamination and social danger to the white community, as it sank ever deeper into the slough of disease, vice, and criminality.8



Blaming Black mothers, then, is a way of subjugating the Black race as a whole. At the same time, devaluing motherhood is particularly damaging to Black women. As Simone de Beauvoir wrote in The Second Sex, “It was as Mother that woman was fearsome; it is in maternity that she must be transfigured and enslaved.”9 Being a mother is considered a woman’s major social role. Society defines all women as mothers or potential mothers. Motherhood is compulsory for women: most little girls expect to become mothers, and women who do not are considered deviant. Because women have been defined in terms of motherhood, devaluing this aspect of a woman’s identity is especially devastating. It cuts to the heart of what it means to be valued as a woman.

Jezebel and the Immoral Black Mother

From the moment they set foot in this country as slaves, Black women have fallen outside the American ideal of womanhood.10 This contradiction became especially pronounced during the Victorian era. The nineteenth-century image of the True Woman was delicate, refined, and chaste. Although she was considered physically and intellectually inferior to men, she was morally superior to them. She was perfectly suited to the home, where she served as mother and wife. All of her attributes were precisely the opposite of those that characterized Black women. “Judged by the evolving nineteenth-century ideology of femininity,” Black activist Angela Davis observed, “Black women were practically anomalies.”11

Not only were Black women exiled from the norm of true womanhood, but their maternity was blamed for Black people’s problems. Contrary to the ideal white mother, Black mothers had their own repertory of images that portrayed them as immoral, careless, domineering, and devious.

One of the most prevalent images of slave women was the character of Jezebel, named after the biblical wife of King Ahab. Jezebel was a purely lascivious creature: not only was she governed by her erotic desires, but her sexual prowess led men to wanton passion.12 As early as 1736, the South Carolina Gazette described “African Ladies” as women “of ‘strong robust constitution’ who were ‘not easily jaded out’ but able to serve their lovers ‘by Night as well as Day.’ ” Jezebel was diametrically opposed to the prevailing vision of the True Woman, who was chaste, pure, and white. As an unidentified Southern white woman wrote in The Independent in 1904, “I cannot imagine such a creature as a virtuous black woman.”13 This construct of the licentious temptress served to justify white men’s sexual abuse of Black women. The stereotype of Black women as sexually promiscuous also defined them as bad mothers.

The myth of the lascivious Black woman was systematically perpetuated after slavery ended.14 While white women were placed on moral pedestals, “[e]very black woman was, by definition, a slut according to this racist mythology,” writes historian Gerda Lerner. Lerner notes a number of practices that reinforced this view: “the laws against intermarriage; the denial of the title ‘Miss’ or ‘Mrs.’ to any black woman; the taboos against respectable social mixing of the races; the refusal to let black women customers try on clothing in stores before making a purchase; the assigning of a single toilet to both sexes of Blacks.”15

Historian Philip A. Bruce’s book The Plantation Negro as a Freeman, published in 1889, strengthened popular views of both Black male and Black female degeneracy. True to the “retrogressionist” ideology of the time, Bruce argued that, without the moral discipline imposed by slave masters, free Blacks were regressing to their naturally immoral state.16 He devoted two chapters to an exposition of Black women’s lascivious impulses, which he claimed had been loosened by Emancipation. Bruce explained Blacks’ sexual promiscuity by the fact that “the procreative instinct being the most passionate that nature has implanted” was especially potent in Negroes. He traced the alleged propensity of the Black man to rape white women to “the sexual laxness of plantation women as a class.”17 According to Bruce, Black men lacked any understanding of sexual violation because their women were always eager to engage in sex.

Bruce explicitly tied Black women’s sexual impurity to their dangerous mothering. He reasoned that Black women’s promiscuity not only provoked Black men to rape white women but also led the entire Black family into depravity. Black women raised their children to follow their own licentious lifestyle: “[T]heir mothers do not endeavor to teach them, systematically, those moral lessons that they peculiarly need as members of the female sex; they learn to sew in a rude way, to wash, to iron, and to cook, but no principle is steadily instilled that makes them solicitous and resolute to preserve their reputations untarnished.”18 Because it was women who “really molded the institution of marriage among the plantation negroes,” Bruce explained, “to them its present degradation is chiefly ascribable.” Other authors of the period similarly blamed the immoral example set by Black mothers for Black criminality. For example, Howard Odum, a professor at the University of North Carolina, wrote a chapter, “The Home Life, Diseases and Morals of the Negro,” in which he attributed Blacks’ poor home life partly to the sexual and domestic laxity of Black mothers.19 Decadent Black mothers, then, were responsible for the menace that Blacks posed for American social order.

A corollary of the myth of Black promiscuity is the belief that Black women procreate with abandon. According to a prominent treatise on reproductive behavior published in 1958, most Blacks regarded “coitus … as [an] inevitable, natural, and desirable activity to be enjoyed both in and out of marriage; contraception is little known and considered at best a nuisance and at worst dangerous or unnatural; and pregnancy is accepted as an inevitable part of life.”20

The myth of Black people’s innate hyperfertility has been given currency by J. Philippe Rushton, a psychology professor at the University of Western Ontario. In Race, Evolution, and Behavior: A Life History Perspective, recently reviewed with The Bell Curve in the New York Times Book Review, Rushton traces the evolutionary origins of physical differences between the races, including brain and genital size.21 Blacks adapted to Africa’s unpredictable environment, he argues, by developing high fertility rates, bearing more children but nurturing each one less. Rushton claims that Black women ovulate more often and mature sexually faster than white women while “sperm competition” among sexually indiscriminate Black males “leads to enlarged penises and testes to make deeper and more voluminous ejaculations possible.” Rushton denied he was a racist to Rolling Stone reporter Adam Miller, saying, “it’s a trade-off; more brain or more penis. You can’t have everything.”22 While Rushton’s propositions may be extreme, the view of unrestrained Black childbearing is commonly held and bolsters efforts to impose family-planning regimes on Black communities. Lacking the inclination to control their own fertility, it is thought, Black women require government regulation.

Mammy and the Negligent Black Mother

If the “bad” Black Jezebel represented the opposite of the ideal mother, the asexual and maternal Mammy was the embodiment of the ideal Black woman. The image of Mammy was based on the Black female house servant who cared for her master’s children. Pictured as rotund and handkerchiefed, Mammy was both the perfect mother and the perfect slave: whites saw her as a “passive nurturer, a mother figure who gave all without expectation of return, who not only acknowledged her inferiority to whites but who loved them.”23 It is important to recognize, however, that Mammy did not reflect any virtue in Black motherhood. The ideology of Mammy placed no value on Black women as the mothers of their own children. Rather, whites claimed Mammy’s total devotion to the master’s children, without regard to the fate of Mammy’s own offspring. What’s more, Mammy, while she cared for the master’s children, remained under the constant supervision of her white mistress.24 She had no real authority over either the white children she raised or the Black children she bore.

During the Jim Crow era, Mammy became a cult figure. In a period of brutal racial repression her image served as a valuable symbol of a good Black woman. White citizens created a “Black Mammy Memorial Association” in Athens, Georgia, in 1910 to solicit support for a Black vocational school modeled after Booker T. Washington’s Tuskegee Institute. The association’s promotional pamphlet asked, “Did you not have an ‘Old Black Mammy’ who loved and cared for you?” The “Black Mammy Memorial Institute,” named by the chancellor of the University of Georgia, was established to train the Negro “in the arts and industries that made the ‘old Black Mammy’ valuable and worthy … where men and women learn to work, how to work and to love their work.” 25

Mammy also appeared in great American novels, including works by Washington Irving, James Fenimore Cooper, William Faulkner, and Robert Penn Warren. She was embodied in Aunt Jemima for the Chicago Columbia Exposition in 1893 and appeared on pancake boxes for decades.26 Perhaps the best evidence of Mammy’s rise to cult figure status was her prominence in American motion pictures, which usually portrayed her as inept, subservient, and comical.27 Hattie McDaniel won an Oscar for her memorable 1939 performance as Scarlett O’Hara’s Mammy in Gone with the Wind.

While whites adored Mammy, who dutifully nurtured white children, they portrayed Black slave mothers as careless and unable to care for their own children. Whites described Black women as bad mothers not only because of immorality but also because of incompetence. The scapegoating of Black mothers dates back to slavery days, when mothers were blamed for the devastating effects of bondage on their children. When a one-month-old slave girl named Harriet died in the Abbeville District of South Carolina on December 9, 1849, the census marshal reported the cause of death as “[s]mothered by carelessness of [her] mother.”28 This report’s attribution of a Black infant death to accidental suffocation by the mother was typical of the U.S. census mortality schedules in the South. Census marshal Charles M. Pelot explained: “I wish it to be distinctly understood that nearly all the accidents occur in the negro population, which goes clearly to prove their great carelessness & total inability to take care of themselves.” It now appears that the true cause of these deaths was infant illness, due to the hard physical work, poor nutrition, and abuse that their mothers endured during pregnancy.29

Whites believed that Black mothers needed the moral guidance that slavery once afforded. Eleanor Tayleur, for example, argued that deprived of the intimate contact with their morally superior white mistresses, freed Black women displayed uncontrolled passion and ignorance. “The modern negro woman,” Tayleur complained, “has no such object-lesson in morality or modesty, and she wants none.” According to Tayleur, Black women exhibited a purely animal passion toward their children, which often led to horrible abuses:


When they are little, she indulges them blindly when she is in good humor, and beats them cruelly when she is angry; and once past their childhood her affection for them appears to be exhausted. She exhibits none of the brooding mother-love and anxiety which the white woman sends after her children as long as they live. Infanticide is not regarded as a crime among negroes, but it is so appallingly common that if the statistics could be obtained on this subject they would send a shudder through the world.30



The conception of Black women as unfit for motherhood was reinforced by their working lives. The virtuous mother depended on her husband for support, while women who worked for wages were considered deviant and neglectful. The conception of motherhood confined to the home and opposed to wage labor never applied to Black women. While Victorian roles required white women to be nurturing mothers, dutiful housekeepers, and gentle companions to their husbands, slave women’s role required backbreaking work in the fields.

Even after Emancipation, political and economic conditions forced many Black mothers to earn a living outside the home.31 At the turn of the century nearly all Black women worked long days as sharecroppers, laundresses, or domestic servants in white people’s homes. There was a dramatic racial disparity among married women who worked for wages at that time. In 1870, in the rural South, more than 40 percent of married Black women had jobs, mostly as field laborers, while over 98 percent of white wives were homemakers.32 In Southern cities, Black married women worked outside the home five times more often than white married women.

The demands of work within white homes undermined Black women’s own roles as mothers and homemakers.33 Black domestics returned home late at night (if not on weekends alone) and had to entrust their young children to the care of a neighbor, relative, or older sibling. Sometimes older children had to be left to wander the neighborhood. The great civil rights leader W. E. B. Du Bois, a passionate defender of Black women’s honor, recognized the irony of Mammy’s care for white children rather than her own. “Let the present-day mammies suckle their own children. Let them walk in the sunshine with their own toddling boys and girls and put their own sleepy little brothers and sisters to bed,” he declared in a 1912 issue of his monthly paper, The Crisis.34 Americans have expected Black mothers to look like Aunt Jemima—dressed in an apron and headrag and working in a white family’s kitchen. American culture reveres no Black madonna. It upholds no popular image of a Black mother tenderly nurturing her child.

The Matriarch and the Black Unwed Mother

White sociologists during the 1920s and 1930s elaborated on the theory of a Negro pathology stemming from sexual depravity by focusing on family structure. Sociological studies of Black family life claimed that Black women’s independence promoted Black male jealousy and irresponsibility.35 In The Negro Family in the United States, Black sociologist E. Franklin Frazier reiterated the thesis that dominant Black women, by perpetuating the slave legacy of unwed motherhood, were the cause of family instability.36 Frazier saw Black people’s redemption in their adoption of white family patterns. These sociologists held Black families up against a white middle-class model and declared that they were defective.

This theory was reincarnated in the 1960s in the myth of the Black matriarch, the domineering female head of the Black family. White sociologists once again held Black mothers responsible for the disintegration of the Black family and the consequent failure of Black people to achieve success in America. This thinking held that Black matriarchs damaged their families in two ways: they demoralized Black men and they transmitted a pathological lifestyle to their children, perpetuating poverty and antisocial behavior from one generation to the next.

Daniel Patrick Moynihan popularized this thesis in his 1965 report, The Negro Family: The Case for National Action.37 Moynihan, then assistant secretary of labor and director of the Office of Policy Planning and Research under President Lyndon Johnson, argued that reforming the Black family was vital to President Johnson’s War on Poverty. Playing on the theme of degeneracy, Moynihan described Black culture as a “tangle of pathology” that is “capable of perpetuating itself without assistance from the white world.” The chief culprit, Moynihan asserted, was Blacks’ matriarchal family structure. According to Moynihan:


At the heart of the deterioration of the fabric of the Negro society is the deterioration of the Negro family. It is the fundamental cause of the weakness of the Negro community.… In essence, the Negro community has been forced into a matriarchal structure, which, because it is so out of line with the rest of the American society, seriously retards the progress of the group as a whole.



Moynihan thus endowed poor Black women—the most subordinated members of society—with the power of a matriarch.

The last two decades have witnessed a revival of this castigation of Black single mothers. In a 1986 CBS special report, “The Vanishing Family: Crisis in Black America,” host Bill Moyers lent liberal authority to Americans’ fears about the moral depravity of Black childbearing.38 The report featured scenes from a housing project in Newark, where young welfare mothers and the estranged fathers of their children epitomized the Black stereotypes of sexual promiscuity and laziness. Recent rhetoric casts single motherhood literally as the cause of all social problems. According to American Enterprise Institute fellow Charles Murray, “Illegitimacy is the most important social problem of our time—more important than crime, drugs, poverty, illiteracy, welfare, or homelessness because it drives everything else.”39 Former education secretary William Bennett called it “the single most destructive social pathology in modern American society.”40

While Blacks have the highest rate of unwed motherhood, the rate among whites has grown most dramatically, from 3 percent to 22 percent since 1965.41 Today, there are more white babies than Black babies born to single mothers. Still, single motherhood is viewed as a Black cultural trait that is creeping into white homes. “White illegitimacy was generally not perceived as a ‘cultural’ or racial defect, or as a public expense, so the stigma suffered by the white unwed mother was individual and familial,” Rickie Solinger observes in her history of single pregnancy between World War II and Roe v. Wade.42 Black unwed motherhood, on the other hand, was seen as a major social problem: “Black women, illegitimately pregnant, were not shamed but simply blamed.… There was no redemption possible for these women, only the retribution of sterilization, harassment by welfare officials, and public policies that threatened to starve them.” Charles Murray hammered in this point in his Wall Street Journal editorial, “The Coming White Underclass,” which warns white Americans that their rising illegitimacy rate threatens to spread to white neighborhoods the same crime, drugs, and “drop out from the labor force” that now infects Black communities.43

The Welfare Queen and the Devious Black Mother

The myths about immoral, neglectful, and domineering Black mothers have been supplemented by the contemporary image of the welfare queen—the lazy mother on public assistance who deliberately breeds children at the expense of taxpayers to fatten her monthly check. The picture of reckless Black fertility is made all the more frightening by a more devious notion of Black women’s childbearing. Poor Black mothers do not simply procreate irresponsibly; they purposely have more and more children to manipulate taxpayers into giving them more money. A 1990 study found that 78 percent of white Americans thought that Blacks preferred to live on welfare.44 In a chapter of Welfare Mothers Speak Out, entitled “Welfare Mythology,” the Milwaukee County Welfare Rights Organization depicts a common sentiment about welfare mothers:


You give those lazy, shiftless good-for-nothings an inch and they’ll take a mile. You have to make it tougher on them. They’re getting away with murder now. You have to catch all those cheaters and put them to work or put them in jail. Get them off the welfare rolls. I’m tired of those niggers coming to our state to get on welfare. I’m tired of paying their bills just so they can sit around home having babies, watching their color televisions, and driving Cadillacs.45



Bob Grant, the popular New York radio talk show host, appealed to his listeners’ stereotypes by imitating a welfare mother, using an exaggerated Black accent: “ ‘I don’t have no job, how’m I gonna feed my family?’ I wonder if they’ve ever figured out how they multiply like that,” Grant railed over the airwaves. “It’s like maggots on a hot day. You look one minute and there are so many there, and you look again and, wow, they’ve tripled!”46 Grant calls his welfare reform proposal the “Bob Grant Mandatory Sterilization Act.”

Modern-day racist ideology, then, seems to have shed the assumption that Black people are entirely incapable of rational decisionmaking. Rather, Blacks are more likely to be blamed for the poor choices they make. Charles Murray, for example, argued in Losing Ground that Black Americans’ deviant family structure stemmed from Black women’s rational responses to welfare incentives.47 Black mothers are portrayed less as inept or reckless reproducers in need of moral supervision, and more as calculating parasites deserving of harsh discipline.

According to this view, far from helping children, welfare payments to Black single mothers merely encourage their transgenerational pathology. As Princeton English professor Wahneema Lubiano powerfully depicts this rhetoric, “She is the agent of destruction, the creator of the pathological, black, urban, poor family from which all ills flow; a monster creating crack dealers, addicts, muggers, and rapists—men who become those things because of being immersed in her culture of poverty.”48 The media often connect the welfare debate to notorious cases of neglectful mothers, leaving the impression that all welfare mothers squander their benefits on their own bad habits rather than caring for their children. In February 1994, Chicago police conducting a raid found nineteen barely clothed Black children living in a filthy, rat- and roach-infested apartment with little more to nourish them than cans of corn and Kool-Aid. The mothers of these children were five sisters who were all unmarried and living on welfare.

“The Chicago 19” soon became the leading portrait of families supported by welfare.49 As President Bill Clinton announced his proposals for welfare reform, for example, ABC’s World News Tonight ran footage of the story as the backdrop. A reporter introduced the topic of welfare reform by stating, “Here’s an example of the problem. When the police found nineteen children living in squalor in a Chicago apartment last winter, it was a shocking symbol of all that is wrong with the system. Their mothers received more than $5,000 a month in welfare.” This bizarre family came to represent welfare mothers rather than the far more representative women who devote themselves to making ends meet for the sake of their children.

THE NEW BIO-UNDERCLASS

Along with these disparaging images of Black mothers, the media increasingly portray Black children as incapable of contributing anything positive to society. Many Americans believe not only that Black mothers are likely to corrupt their children, but that Black children are predisposed to corruption. This trend is epitomized by the panic over “crack babies,” Black infants irreparably damaged by their mothers’ use of crack during pregnancy. It was erroneously reported that these children sustained neurological injuries that warped their emotional development, making them unresponsive as babies and uncontrollable as toddlers. Newspaper stories warned of a horde of Black children about to descend on inner-city kindergartens in need of high-cost special services.50 But the brain damage crack babies sustained was supposed to cut even deeper: lacking an innate social conscience, crack babies were destined to grow up to be criminals.

As I discuss in Chapter 4, there is no good evidence to support this caricature of the crack baby. Nevertheless, the frightening image spawned a cottage industry of angry letters to the editor calling for harsh measures to keep crack addicts from having babies. “Reducing her welfare payments will not stop this woman from having babies,” wrote one commentator. “The only way to stop her is the dreaded ‘S’ word—involuntary sterilization, either surgically or with Norplant. The other alternative is to allocate our resources to caring for unlimited numbers of crack babies while other children continue to be without health care.”51 The figures cited are so astronomical that it seems as if most Black children in America are crack babies impaired by a host of defects. “By the end of the 1990s the first ‘crack babies’ will be entering their teens,” a Michigan prosecutor predicted. “It is estimated that by the year 2000 about 4,000,000 citizens of the United States will have experienced in utero exposure to controlled substances.”52

The stories about hopelessly defective crack babies represent a new kind of biodeterminism. Instead of transmitting immutable deficiencies through their genes, these poor Black mothers inflict similar damage in utero, “callously dooming a new generation to ‘a life of certain suffering, of probable deviance, of permanent inferiority.’ ”53 These negative predictions easily become self-fulfilling prophecies when adoptive parents are afraid to take home a crack baby, teachers expect the children to be incapable of learning, and legislators believe it is pointless to waste money on programs for children who cannot possibly achieve. The upshot of this version of Black biological inferiority is the same as its hereditary cousin, exemplified by The Bell Curve: since these children are unalterably defective, any attempt to improve their lives through social spending will be futile. Indeed, John Silber, the influential president of Boston University, “went so far as to lament the expenditure of so many health care dollars on ‘crack babies who won’t ever achieve the intellectual development to have consciousness of God.’ ”54

The new biodeterminism presents drugs, poverty, and race as interchangeable marks that inevitably consign Black children to a worthless future. The stories about crack babies always depict Black children and they often assume they are on welfare. As one reporter wrote, “Call them ‘welfare babies,’ ‘crack babies,’ ‘at-risk babies,’ or ‘deficit babies’—by whatever term, they constitute a new ‘bio-under-class’ of infants who are disadvantaged almost from the moment of conception.”55 In this author’s mind, children exposed to crack, receiving welfare, or living a disadvantaged lifestyle are all the same and they are all biologically inferior—and they are all perceived to be Black. The primary concern of this sort of rhetoric is typically the huge cost these children impose on taxpayers, rather than the children’s welfare. A letter on the editorial pages of the Atlanta Journal, for example, noted that, in addition to burdening society with the cost of hospital care, “[c]rack babies most often grow up in a culture of welfare dependency; there’s the cost of adding their names to the welfare rolls.”56

The powerful Western image of childhood innocence does not seem to benefit Black children. Black children are born guilty. The new bio-underclass constitutes nothing but a menace to society—criminals, crackheads, and welfare cheats waiting to happen. Blaming Black women for bringing up a next generation of degeneracy stigmatizes not only mothers but their children as well.
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Black motherhood has borne the weight of centuries of disgrace manufactured in both popular culture and academic circles. A lurid mythology of Black mothers’ unfitness, along with a science devoted to proving Black biological inferiority, cast Black childbearing as a dangerous activity. This view has justified the regulation of every aspect of Black women’s fertility, policies I describe in the next six chapters. It has also induced a deep suspicion in the minds of many Black Americans that white-dominated family-planning programs are a form of racial genocide. But the objective of reproductive control has never been primarily to reduce the numbers of Black children born into the world. It perpetuates the view that racial inequality is caused by Black people themselves and not by an unjust social order.


1
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REPRODUCTION IN BONDAGE

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


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



Rose reluctantly acceded to her master’s demands:


I thinks bout massa buyin’ me offen de block and savin’ me from bein’ sep’rated from my folks and ’bout bein’ whipped at de stake. Dere it am. What am I’s to do? So I ’cides to do as de massa wish and so I yields.1



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

For slave women, procreation had little to do with liberty. To the contrary, Black women’s childbearing in bondage was largely a product of oppression rather than an expression of self-definition and personhood. As Henry Louis Gates, Jr., writes about the autobiography of a slave named Harriet Jacobs, it “charts in vivid detail precisely how the shape of her life and the choices she makes are defined by her reduction to a sexual object, an object to be raped, bred, or abused.”2 Even when whites did not interfere in reproduction so directly, this aspect of slave women’s lives was dictated by their masters’ economic stake in their labor. The brutal domination of slave women’s procreation laid the foundation for centuries of reproductive regulation that continues today.

All of these violations were sanctioned by law. Racism created for white slaveowners the possibility of unrestrained reproductive control. The social order established by powerful white men was founded on two inseparable ingredients: the dehumanization of Africans on the basis of race, and the control of women’s sexuality and reproduction. The American legal system is rooted in this monstrous combination of racial and gender domination. One of America’s first laws concerned the status of children born to slave mothers and fathered by white men: a 1662 Virginia statute made these children slaves.3

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

REPRODUCING THE LABOR FORCE

The Vitality of Slavery

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


I own a woman who cost me $400, when a girl, in 1827. Admit she made me nothing—only worth her victuals and clothing. She now has three children, worth over $3000 … I would not this night touch $700 for her. Her oldest boy is worth $1250 cash, and I can get it.4



Another report confirmed that “[a] breeding woman is worth from one-sixth to one-fourth more than one that does not breed.”5 Slave births and deaths were not recorded in the family Bible but in the slaveholder’s business ledger.

The ban on importing slaves after 1808 and the steady inflation in their price made enslaved women’s childbearing even more valuable. Female slaves provided their masters with a ready future supply of chattel. Black procreation not only benefitted each slave’s particular owner; it also more globally sustained the entire system of slavery. Unlike most slave societies in the New World, which relied on the massive importation of Africans, the slave population in the United States maintained itself through reproduction.6 As Massachusetts senator Charles Sumner deplored, “Too well I know the vitality of slavery with its infinite capacity of propagation.”7 Here lies one of slavery’s most odious features: it forced its victims to perpetuate the very institution that subjugated them by bearing children who were born the property of their masters.

To be sure, female slaves were primarily laborers and their capacity to reproduce did not diminish their masters’ interest in their work. As we will see below, when a female slave’s role as worker conflicted with that of childbearer, concern for high productivity often outweighed concern for high fertility. Slaveholders were willing to overwork pregnant slaves at the expense of the health of both mother and child. But even if, as some historians contend, “slave childbearing and rearing were not among slaveowners’ top priorities,”8 there is convincing evidence that whites placed a premium on slave fertility and took steps to increase it. Indeed, it seems incredible that whites, who dominated every aspect of their slaves’ existence, would neglect the attribute that produced their most vital resource—their workforce. Nor can we ignore the sentiments of slaveholders like Thomas Jefferson, who instructed his plantation manager in 1820, “I consider a woman who brings a child every two years as more profitable than the best man on the farm.”9 Slaveowners who overworked their pregnant slaves operated under general ignorance about prenatal health combined with stereotypes about Black women’s natural propensity for childbirth. They were not fully aware of the extent of the damage their labor practices inflicted on their long-term human investment.

A more realistic assessment is that because female slaves served as both producers and reproducers, their masters tried to maximize both capacities as much as possible, with labor considerations often taking precedence. Even then, the grueling demands of field work constrained slave women’s experience of pregnancy and child-rearing. Every aspect of slave women’s reproductive lives was dictated by the economic interests of their white slave masters.

The Carrot and the Stick

Slaveholders devised a number of tactics to induce their female slaves to bear children. Although these methods were neither uniformly practiced nor uniformly successful, most slave masters used some techniques to enhance slave fertility. They rewarded pregnancy with relief from work in the field and additions of clothing and food, punished slave women who did not bear children, manipulated slave marital choices, and forced slaves to breed. The owner of one Georgia plantation, for example, gave slave families an extra weekly ration for the birth of a child; a Virginia planter rewarded new mothers with a small pig. Some women seemed especially to appreciate presents that recognized their femininity, such as a calico dress or hair ribbons. On P. C. Weston’s estate, the Plantation Manual prescribed that “women with six children alive at any one time are allowed all Saturday to themselves.”10 Slave women were sometimes guaranteed freedom if they bore an especially large number of children. Rhoda Hunt’s mother was promised manumission when she had her twelfth child, but died a month before the baby’s due date.11

Even without these concrete rewards, slave women felt pressure to reproduce. Because a fertile woman was more valuable to her master, she was less likely to be sold to another owner. So women could reduce the chances of being separated from their loved ones if they had children early and frequently. In addition, women could expect some relief from their arduous work load in the final months of pregnancy. (Records show, however, that expectant mothers received little or no work relief before the fifth month.)12 Although data are scanty, it appears that slave women had their first child at an earlier age than white women of the time. A Virginia slaveholder reported in the early 1860s that “the period of maternity is hastened, the average youth of negro mothers being nearly three years earlier than that of the free race.”13 The first generation of slaves born in America also had more children than their African mothers, who avoided pregnancy for two or more years while nursing their infants. It was natural increase, and not importation of slaves, that explained the enormous growth in the slave population to 1.75 million by 1825.

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


Where fruitfulness is the greatest of virtues, barrenness will be regarded as worse than a misfortune, as a crime and the subjects of it will be exposed to every form of privation and affliction. Thus deficiency wholly beyond the slave’s power becomes the occasion of inconceivable suffering.14



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

Slave-Breeding

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

In their 1974 bombshell Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Negro Slavery, historians Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman contested the key assumptions about the management of slaves, the material conditions of slaves’ lives, and the efficiency of slave agriculture. Among the myths they debunked was “the thesis that systematic breeding of slaves for sale in the market accounted for a major share of the net income or profit of slaveholders, especially in the Old South.”15 Their disagreement with prevailing accounts of forced mating centered on the claim that whites widely employed livestock breeding techniques to raise slaves for market. Fogel and Engerman argued that such a practice was unsupported by plantation records and would have interfered with slave masters’ overriding objective of maintaining a stable workforce. Unlike animals, slaves would rebel against massive breeding, the authors argued, thus wiping out any potential gain achieved by pushing their fertility rate to its biological peak. Rather, planters usually encouraged fertility through the positive economic incentives described above.

But Fogel and Engerman did not dispute evidence that slaveowners at least occasionally engaged in breeding to enhance the productivity of their own plantations and more rarely to increase their slaves’ marketability. In her extensive review of slave narratives, for example, Thelma Jennings discovered that about 5 percent of the women and 10 percent of the men referred to slave-breeding.16

It is from slaves’ stories, such as Rose Williams’s experience with Rufus, that we learn of the indignities of forced mating. Frederick Douglass recorded in his autobiography how Edward Covey purchased a twenty-year-old slave named Caroline as a “breeder.” Covey mated Caroline with a hired man and was pleased when a pair of twins resulted. Douglass observed that the slaveowner was no more criticized for buying a slave for breeding than “for buying a cow and raising stock from her, and the same rules were observed, with a view to increasing the number and quality of the one as of the other.”17 Katie Darling, an ex-slave from Texas, described the practice in these words: “massa pick out a p’otly man and a p’otly gal and just put ’em together. What he want am the stock.”18

Slaveholders had a financial stake in male slaves’ marital choices, as well, since the children of the union belonged to the wife’s owner. Although marrying “abroad” was common, some masters forbade their male slaves to court a woman from another plantation. Nor could a slave marry a free Black man or woman. The obstacles to finding a mate of one’s choosing led one slave to complain that Black men “had a hell of a time gittin’ a wife durin’ slavery. If you didn’t see one on de place to suit you and chances was you didn’t suit them, why what could you do?”19 Slave marriages were not recognized by law; these were partnerships consecrated by slaves’ own ceremonies and customs.

Slaveholders’ interference with bonded men’s intimate lives was often more blunt. Some masters rented men of exceptional physical stature to serve as studs. Using terms such as “stockmen,” “travelin’ niggers,” and “breedin’ niggers,” slave men remembered being “weighed and tested,” then used like animals to sire chattel for their masters.20 Of course, this also meant forcing slave women to submit to being impregnated by these hired men. Jeptha Choice recalled fulfilling the role of stud: “The master was might careful about raisin’ healthy nigger families and used us strong, healthy young bucks to stand the healthy nigger gals. When I was young they took care not to strain me and I was as handsome as a speckled pup and was in demand for breedin.” Elige Davison similarly reported that his master mated him with about fifteen different women; he believed that he had fathered more than one hundred children.21 Although this was quite rare, some slaveholders also practiced a cruel form of negative breeding. An ex-slave reported that “runty niggers” were castrated “so dat dey can’t have no little runty chilluns.”22

VICTIMS OF “THE GROSSEST PASSION”

“Slavery is terrible for men,” wrote Harriet Jacobs, “but it is far more terrible for women.” Slave women’s narratives often decried the added torment that women experienced under bondage on account of their sex. Female slaves were commonly victims of sexual exploitation at the hands of their masters and overseers. The classification of 10 percent of the slave population in 1860 as “mulatto” gives some indication of the extent of this abuse.23 Most of these mixed-race children were the product of forced sex between slave women and white men. Of course, the incidence of sexual assault that did not end in pregnancy was far greater than these numbers reveal.

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


In her girlhood all the delicate tenderness of her sex has been rudely outraged.… No chance was given her for delicate reserve or tender modesty. From her childhood she was the doomed victim of the grossest passion. All the virtues of her sex were utterly ignored. If the instinct of chastity asserted itself, then she had to fight like a tiger for the ownership … of her own person.… When she reached maturity, all the tender instincts of her womanhood were ruthlessly violated.24



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

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

The fact that white men could profit from raping their female slaves does not mean that their motive was economic. The rape of slave women by their masters was primarily a weapon of terror that reinforced whites’ domination over their human property.25 Rape was an act of physical violence designed to stifle Black women’s will to resist and to remind them of their servile status. In fact, as historian Claire Robertson points out, sexual harassment was more likely to have the immediate effect of interfering with the victim’s productivity both physically and emotionally.26 Its intended long-term effect, however, was the maintenance of a submissive workforce. Whites’ sexual exploitation of their slaves, therefore, should not be viewed simply as either a method of slave-breeding or the fulfillment of slaveholders’ sexual urges.

The racial injustice tied to rape is usually associated with Black men. We are more familiar with myths about Black men’s propensity to rape white women, which served as the pretext for thousands of brutal lynchings in the South. In the words of Ida B. Wells, who crusaded against lynching during the nineteenth century, “white men used their ownership of the body of white female[s] as a terrain on which to lynch the black male.”27 But white men also exploited Black women sexually as a means of subjugating the entire Black community. After Emancipation, the Ku Klux Klan’s terror included the rape of Black women, as well as the more commonly cited lynching of Black men. White sexual violence attacked not only freed Black men’s masculinity by challenging their abilty to protect Black women; it also invaded freed Black women’s dominion over their own bodies.28

I nevertheless think that sexual exploitation belongs in a discussion of reproductive control. Because rape can lead to pregnancy, it interferes with a woman’s freedom to decide whether or not to have a child. In addition, forced sex and forced procreation are both degrading invasions of a woman’s bodily integrity; both pursue the same ultimate end—the devaluation of their female victim. Although sexual assault and slave-breeding are distinguishable, both were part and parcel of whites’ general campaign to control slave women’s bodies. A contemporary example of this point is the rape of Muslim women by Serbian soldiers as part of the Serbians’ “ethnic cleansing” campaign. Here, too, rape was a form of mass terrorism inflicted on a group of subjugated women. But there are reports that soldiers boasted to their victims, “You will have a Serbian child.”29

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

Louisiana’s rape law explicitly excluded Black women from its protection.30 Although the language of the Virginia rape law applied to all
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