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			To the children who benefit from the coming revival of marriage and family

		

	
		
			Introduction

			“Raise your hand if you’re married.”

			This was the opening line in a 1986 CBS documentary on black families in Newark, New Jersey. Bill Moyers, the journalist who narrated the television special, asked this question to about ten young black mothers sitting in a semicircle. None of the women raised their hands. He continued by asking how many of the mothers would like to be married to the father of their child. One hand went up. Moyers asked the others why they didn’t plan to get married. The first young woman said she was reluctant to take on the responsibility that comes with caring for a husband in addition to a child. Another stated that she wouldn’t want a man holding her down before confidently declaring, “I think I can make it as a single parent.” Moyers, clearly seeking to understand the women, asked, “Don’t you think you might need help in raising that baby from a man?” The first mother spoke up again, but this time the camera shot also included her baby. The child—who appeared to be a little boy not quite two—looked up at his mother as Moyers asked the question. He was too young to understand his mother’s answer, but the viewers certainly could. “Not really,” she said. “I didn’t have a father.” You could see how her experience growing up without a father influenced her ultimate conclusion: “Male figures are not substantially important in the family.”[1]

			That documentary, The Vanishing Family: Crisis in Black America, took an honest look at the breakdown of the traditional family structure in the inner city. Many of the mothers interviewed for the program were on welfare. One of the fathers said that providing for his children was the responsibility of their mothers and the government. According to Moyers,

			In cities all over America the traditional family no longer exists. It has vanished and something new is taking its place. Single women and the children they’re rearing alone are the fastest growing part of the black population.[2]

			The diminishment of marriage and disappearance of men had already become a reality for many black families by the mid-1980s. The national nonmarital birth rate in the year the documentary was released was 23 percent.[3] For black women, it was 62 percent.[4] If the young mother from Newark is right, these statistics don’t suggest a problem. But, if fathers do in fact play an irreplaceable role in the life of a family, what does their absence do to their children?

			One of the most memorable television moments of the 1990s steers us toward an answer to the million-dollar question about whether dads really do matter. The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air was a popular NBC sitcom that made Will Smith a household name. The show tells the story of how the title character, Will, born and raised in West Philadelphia, got into a fight with some neighborhood bullies that prompted his mother to send him to live with relatives in one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in Los Angeles. Will has challenges at times going from his working-class background to his new affluent surroundings. His aunt and uncle—Philip “Uncle Phil” and Vivian “Aunt Viv” Banks—are steadying forces in his life, the former being an imposing figure who is stern but loving.

			In the episode entitled “Papa’s Got a Brand New Excuse,” Will’s biological father, Lou, comes to see him fourteen years after walking out of his life. Uncle Phil is skeptical of Lou’s sudden reappearance but eventually supports the father’s offer to take Will on a cross-country trip. Will is excited to spend time with his dad, but Lou shows up on the day of their trip and tells Vivian and Philip that he has to leave town immediately to address an important business matter. Uncle Phil tells Lou he can’t keep coming in and out of Will’s life, that a father should be present for his children, not keep them waiting on him. Lou doesn’t want to hear the lecture and asks him to tell Will their trip is off. After Uncle Phil refuses, Lou says he will call Will to tell him before turning to leave.

			But just before Lou rounds the corner and races out the door, Will walks in. Scrambling for an excuse, Lou tells Will that some business has come up and they will need to postpone their trip. Will is visibly disappointed but tries to play it cool. Lou says he’ll call his son the following week to reschedule their trip, but Will can sense that his father’s promise is empty.

			After Lou leaves, Uncle Phil comes to Will’s side to comfort him.

			Will expresses frustration at wasting money on a present for his dad, which he pulls out of his bag and puts on the table. His voice raises as he recounts all that he’d accomplished without his father, from learning to ride a bike and shoot a basketball to shaving and driving. If he did everything before without his father, he could do the rest—college, marriage, kids—now.

			He continues, the emotion building. “I’ll be a better father than he ever was, and I sure as hell don’t need him for that, cuz ain’t a damn thing he could ever teach me about how to love my kids!”

			At this point, Will barely holds back tears. Voice quivering, he looks at Uncle Phil and asks the only question that matters at that point: “How come he don’t want me, man?”

			The tears begin to fall as his uncle engulfs him in an embrace. The scene ends with the camera slowly panning to the gift Will had gotten his father—a hand-carved sculpture of a man holding his son in his lap.[5]

			All these years later, it is hard to watch the scene without becoming emotional. The comments under any of the various clips online always include several people who saw their own life story reflected on the screen. They appreciate the powerful acting but also see the deep message. The void created by Lou’s abandonment was too large for even Uncle Phil’s massive frame to fill. Will’s dad was a truck driver who wore work boots, a hoodie, and a knit hat. Uncle Phil was a wealthy lawyer who dressed in suits and cardigans. Nothing the Banks family offered Will—the large home, private school, nice clothes—could satisfy his longing for a father.

			These two scenes—one real, the other fictional—paint a picture of black family life that some people would rather ignore. Mothers who don’t think men play an important role in the home, dads who come in and out of their children’s lives, and kids caught in the middle of a family drama they had no hand in creating. While this certainly does not describe every black family, the reality is that 69 percent of black children today are born to unwed parents.[6] Nearly 45 percent live with a single mother.[7] This means the traditional family—a husband and wife raising their biological children—has given way in far too many neighborhoods to a culture where marriage is obsolete and fathers are optional.

			Still, many people don’t think this new family structure in black America is a problem. In fact, the politicians, journalists, and academics who talk the most about race never look to the home to explain persistent disparities in social outcomes like poverty and crime. Their long list of root causes includes employment discrimination, education funding, wealth inequality, food deserts, access to healthcare, housing instability, and gentrification. To be clear, this is only a partial list. Progressive politicians—including the black executives who lead some of our largest cities—frequently talk about how political institutions and social structures impact black Americans. And yet they’re silent about the institution of marriage and importance of family structure. They claim that complex economic and social forces determine the life trajectory of a little black boy in Brooklyn but somehow believe that the relationship between the parents who created him is irrelevant. When it comes to whether black children excel in the schoolhouse or end up in the jailhouse, they focus far more on the halls of power than the home.

			But their blindness does not erase the problem. What Bill Moyers called a crisis in the mid-1980s has turned into a full-blown state of emergency today. The traditional black family has become all but extinct in many communities. What makes the problem even worse is the fact that the separation of marriage and children is no longer confined to poor women in the inner city. The notion that men are expendable and not needed to play the roles of husband and father in the home is promoted and defended by black elites in media and academia.

			That needs to change.

			Decades of research prove what most people already know: Children raised in homes with their married biological parents do better according to a variety of metrics than children raised in other family arrangements, particularly single-parent homes. The most basic of these is economic stability. Roughly 8 percent of children with married parents live below the poverty line, compared with 35 percent with a single mom.[8] That pattern remains consistent across race. A 2018 federal report found that 45 percent of black children raised by a single mother lived in poverty, compared with 12 percent for those living with married parents.[9]

			Single mothers of every background face an elevated risk of poverty, but black mothers and children are particularly vulnerable since the marriage-before-carriage approach to forming a family is now the exception, not the norm. Progressives talk a lot about racial disparities in household income but never seem to include family structure in their calculations. For instance, median household income figures by race follow the same order as marriage rates. Among adults who are 18 and over, 62 percent of Asians, 53 percent of whites, 47 percent of Hispanics, and 35 percent of blacks are married.[10] It is no surprise then that Asians have the highest earnings ($121,700), followed by whites ($92,530), Hispanics ($70,950), and then blacks ($56,020).[11] The median income for black married couples under 65 ($121,900), however, is higher than the overall household income for all groups.[12] By contrast, the median household income for single black women is $50,720.[13]

			These statistics should never be used to demean single mothers who work tirelessly to provide for their children. They are simply a reminder that neither the blessings nor the burdens of raising a child are meant for one parent alone.

			Children living with their married birth parents also earn better grades and are less likely to be suspended or expelled from school than those in single-parent homes.[14] Likewise, married parents are less likely to be contacted about disruptive behavior, and their children are less likely to be held back.[15] Children in nuclear families have higher rates of college enrollment and lower rates of incarceration as adults.[16] Adolescent girls with present and involved fathers are less likely to engage in risky sexual behaviors and become teenage mothers.[17]

			No matter the metric, the evidence is clear: A world in which every black child was raised in a loving household with a married mom and dad would do far more to advance racial equality than a new government program or social justice campaign. Marriage matters because families matter, and families matter because children matter.

			There is no question that rebuilding the black family is a worthy cause. You cannot have a strong, thriving nation without strong communities. You cannot have strong communities without strong families. And you cannot have strong families without strong marriages. In many ways, the destruction of marriage is the real root cause of the social ills plaguing many black neighborhoods, not the long list provided by progressives. But it’s important to assess how the structure collapsed before beginning a massive renovation project. When the political left periodically acknowledges the breakdown of the family, it most commonly blames the current state of affairs on the legacy of slavery and mass incarceration. Others will add in deindustrialization and redlining. While these views are understandable, they miss the true nature of the issue.

			Every trend related to the family involves at least one of three fundamental elements: men, women, and the institution of marriage. Any analysis of the rise in fractured families must deal with the systemic, societal, and fundamental threats to at least one of those three. Yet this is where the progressive narrative falls apart. For example, economic instability explains why a man may not feel ready for a family, but it does not explain why he would have a child—or multiple children—with a woman he refuses to marry. Wage stagnation also doesn’t explain why a sharecropper in the Deep South at the turn of the twentieth century was more likely to be married to the mother of his five children than a professional basketball player earning $40 million per year.

			Am I saying the plight of the black family is not mainly an economic problem? Yes, that is exactly what I am saying. The traditional family structure has been replaced by the single-mother model because men and women no longer believe marriage is valuable, desirable, accessible, and indispensable for the purpose of starting a family. Put another way, a black child born to—and raised by—their married mother and father under the same roof through their eighteenth birthday is the exception because people no longer want it to be the norm.

			There are only two responses to this reality. The first is to accept the current state of the black family as the result of complex social, political, and economic forces interacting in ways that are impossible to change. This response consigns more black children to poverty, crime, delinquency, and academic underachievement. Even those who succeed by these metrics will still be left with that painful existential question: “How come he don’t want me, man?” The second is to pursue the hard work of rebuilding the family, a multi-generational project that requires a cultural commitment to reviving the institution of marriage. Beyond its connection to improved social outcomes, this response will provide more black children with the ultimate privilege: growing up in a loving, stable, and secure home with a married mother and father.

			I saw the effects of the second option play out in my own life. As a teenager growing up in New York City, I often wondered why my life and the lives of my friends looked so different from some of our less fortunate peers. It certainly wasn’t money. Our parents were not rich by any stretch. The difference is that all of us grew up in homes with parents committed to each other in marriage who raised us according to their Christian faith. Each of us grew up with a father in the home as well as a community of men who took their roles as providers, protectors, and role models seriously. The spiritual foundation our parents laid down in our youth explains why I believe a biblical blueprint is needed to rebuild the black family.

			So yes, I am a Christian, husband, and father—in that order and before anything else. But I’m also a black man with a deep appreciation for the template created by African American leaders in past generations. That includes Booker T. Washington’s focus on building and maintaining institutions as well as the moral clarity and conviction of Frederick Douglass. These men are often characterized as “conservative” in debates about race and politics, but like them, my conservatism is far more concerned with the pursuit of human flourishing in the family, community, and nation than with electoral politics. My work today as a researcher focused on marriage and family reflects these priorities.

			While I have been formally researching marriage and family for more than a decade, I devoted myself to the issue much earlier. In 2010, I began writing for a website, created by Lamar and Ronnie Tyler, called Black and Married with Kids (BMWK). I offered up practical advice on dating—as a single man—and sparked important conversations on the family that were reflected in titles such as “5 Things Every Man Needs to Learn Before He Gets Married” and “Some Men Still Do Care About Love and Fatherhood.” Not only did BMWK give me my start as a writer, it also is the reason I am a husband and father today. I met my wife Stephanie in 2011 at a movie theater in Washington, DC, where the Tylers were premiering their third documentary. We married a year later.

			This combination of personal experience, professional expertise, and public advocacy are what brought me to this moment and inspired me to write this book.

			The first half of The Vanishing Black Family deals directly with the factors that have made marriage optional and children vulnerable. I begin with the legacy of slavery and explain how the black family survived centuries of racial hostility but began to disintegrate after welfare and feminism created division in the home. The first half of the book also examines how black leaders allowed the culture of broken homes to spread and explains why progressive pastors obsessed with politics refuse to affirm biblical teachings on sex, marriage, and family. There is a short interlude before the second half of the book that calls for a new era of black family life dedicated to reviving marriage and rebuilding the home. The second half of the book provides a blueprint for family restoration that reframes the issue to focus on the rights of children, outlines the role of important cultural institutions, and prepares family advocates for criticism from self-professed “allies” of black America. The book ends with a call to action for anyone committed to the hard work of reviving marriage and rebuilding the black family.

			Thankfully, I am far from the only one who wants to end the injustice millions of black children are forced to endure when marriage becomes obsolete and fathers are seen as optional in the home. More people are waking up to the truth and know that it is impossible for any group of people to thrive without strong families. They share my desire to see the restoration of the traditional family structure in black America and want every child to be born into a home with a father and mother who have committed to each other as husband and wife. They want the marriage and family culture that began to unravel in the 1960s but don’t know what must be done today to restore it.

			This book is their answer.

		

	
		
			
				One

				Slavery and the Black Family

				A Story of Resistance and Survival

			
			One of the bravest acts any slave could attempt was an escape to freedom. What seems like an easy decision to people who know only a life of individual liberty and personal autonomy was far more complicated for slaves who knew that being captured meant both a return to their previous condition and the prospect of severe punishment. Whipping was common. Some slaves were branded and others chained to prevent further attempts at escape. And in some cases, runaways who were caught faced dismemberment or the ultimate penalty: death. Harsh punishments were meant to dissuade slaves from attempting subsequent escapes and to serve as a hedge against social contagion.

			Such cruelties were supported by both law and custom. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 enforced the Fugitive Slave Clause in the US Constitution that required captured slaves in other states to be returned to their owners.[1] Put simply, any slave contemplating escape understood the stakes, and those who did run away decided that living as a free person was worth the risk.

			Married couples had the most to lose. They knew that physical punishment was all but guaranteed if they were captured, but permanent separation from a spouse and children would also leave lifelong emotional scars. The prospect of being torn from one’s family and sold to another owner hundreds of miles away was a good reason to not attempt an escape. But for some, the idea of enjoying the full benefits of marriage was the ultimate motivation for pursuing freedom.

			Those who were willing to risk life, limb, and liberty for the sake of love put slavery’s impact on the black family—both then and now—in its proper perspective. Slavery undoubtedly deformed the institution of marriage and distorted relationships between the men and women whose unions lacked both social recognition and legal protection. It did not destroy the black family, however, because of the courage and persistence displayed over centuries by both slaves and freedmen alike.

			There are countless stories in the historical record of enslaved couples who fought to form and preserve families. One of the most compelling examples of resistance and resilience is the daring escape of William and Ellen Craft. The Crafts, who were both born into slavery, lived in Macon, GA, and were owned by different masters. Ellen had very light skin and was frequently mistaken for white due to being the child of her master and one of his biracial slaves. William was a cabinetmaker who was sold as a teenager to help settle his master’s debts.[2] They knew each other for years before making plans to build a family together, but they postponed their marriage because the law at the time required children born to slave mothers to inherit the same condition.[3] Ellen and William eventually married, but their experience with brutal family separations filled them with fear that the same would happen to their future children.[4] So the Crafts hatched a plan to gain their freedom. They didn’t flee on foot or on horseback in the dead of night. They chose an even riskier method of escape: hiding in plain sight by having Ellen dress as a young white planter and William her slave.

			There was a catch, however. It was not common for women to travel alone with male servants, so Ellen had to pose as a man. William cut Ellen’s hair and she dressed in a pair of men’s trousers that she sewed herself.[5] She put her right arm in a sling to dissuade authorities from expecting her to sign any documents. This detail served far more than an aesthetic purpose. Neither Craft could read or write due to a Georgia law that prohibited teaching slaves to do either. William also wrapped bandages around much of Ellen’s face to give her a reason to avoid speaking with strangers. A top hat and pair of green spectacles completed the transformation.[6]

			With that, the couple set their plan in motion. On December 21, 1848, Ellen, dressed as a young white male slave owner, boarded a train from Macon to Savannah with William posing as “his” servant. As was the custom at the time, William sat in the “Negro car” while his wife rested quietly in another part of the train.[7] The couple’s ruse could have ended just as abruptly as it began after William spotted the owner of the cabinetmaking shop looking through the windows of each car. William turned and sank down into his seat, preparing for the worst, but the train pulled off just before the man reached his car.[8]

			The pair arrived in Savannah and boarded a steamship to Charleston, South Carolina. The captain of the vessel complimented the young planter on the attentiveness of his slave and warned the seemingly injured owner about “cut-throat abolitionists” in the North who would encourage William to run away and seek his freedom.[9] This wasn’t the only time William garnered attention during this journey. A slave trader on board inquired about purchasing him, but his wife-turned-master refused the offer. The pair attempted to buy tickets from South Carolina to Philadelphia but encountered another hurdle. The young planter was required to sign documents proving he owned William—a policy instated to prevent white abolitionists from taking slaves out of the South. The ticket seller refused to bend the rules even though the owner’s arm was in a sling, but the captain vouched for the pair and signed their names.[10]

			Baltimore was the last major stop before the Crafts reached the free state of Pennsylvania. The authorities there were particularly vigilant. The couple was asked to leave the train for verification of ownership. An officer told them they were being detained.[11] The couple prayed silently while contemplating the prospect of being returned to slavery. They knew what would happen if they were caught. A brutal whipping was all but guaranteed. Their masters could have also sold them to different plantations hundreds of miles away as final punishment for their act of rebellion. Their dream of building a family together in freedom was on the verge of turning into their worst nightmare.[12]

			Then the departure bell shattered the quiet.

			The border patrol officer, agitated but needing to act decisively, looked at the planter—with his bandaged face and arm immobilized in a sling—and sent word to the conductor: “Let this gentleman and slave pass.”[13]

			On Christmas day, William and Ellen arrived in Philadelphia, where they were given assistance and housing by a local abolitionist group.[14] They also received a reading lesson their first day in the city. The Crafts left for Boston a few weeks later, where William found work as a cabinetmaker and Ellen became a seamstress. Unfortunately, this was not their final move. Congress passed the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850, and slave hunters attempted to apprehend them in Boston and take them back to Georgia. The Crafts fled the country for England, where they had five children—all born in freedom.[15] The couple eventually returned to Georgia in 1870 and opened the Woodville Co-operative Farm School three years later for the education and employment of newly freed men and women.[16]

			William and Ellen Craft’s great escape is a testament to the lengths people will go for love—and freedom. Their story also challenges the idea that African American family dynamics today are a direct result of slavery.

			This flawed idea is so persuasive because it contains a kernel of truth: Slavery did affect every aspect of black family life—a fact demonstrated by the Crafts’ story and others like it. But the couple’s ultimate triumph also points to something else: Assessing slavery’s connection to contemporary black family life is mainly an ideological battle over narratives, not facts.

			Liberals tie the breakdown of the family today to chattel slavery by arguing that the racist nature of the institution was resurrected and reinstituted through Jim Crow segregation, the war on drugs, and mass incarceration. They see a common theme at play, namely structural barriers that limit economic opportunity or remove black men from their homes. For people on the political left, slavery’s effect on the black family—even in the story of William and Ellen Craft—is about the actions of hostile oppressors.

			Conservatives take a different perspective. For them, the most noteworthy takeaway from the Craft’s daring escape is the couple’s courage, not the fact that slavery existed and frequently tore families apart. To people on the political right, any connection between slavery and the condition of the black family since the 1960s is based on parallels they observe between the welfare state and the “benevolent” paternalism of slave owners whose willingness to provide food, clothes, and shelter for their subjects was one example of the control they exerted over them.

			Both sides make valid arguments, but there is far more at stake in their ongoing debate than historical accuracy. Narratives shape how people see the past, interpret the present, and plan for the future. When the horrors of slavery become the central theme of the black family, the stories we tell about that era will focus on the actions of the villains (i.e., slave owners who broke up homes) rather than the heroes (i.e., couples who fought for their families). That approach will inevitably lead to calls for white people today to “fix” the black family, a phenomenon that is already seen in public discourse on racial disparities in education, criminal justice, and other important social outcomes. This is the path that consigns blacks in America to supporting roles in our own autobiography.

			There is another approach that is far more powerful—and useful—for a movement dedicated to rebuilding the black family. It includes an honest account of the role slavery played in erecting legal, political, and social impediments to marriage. But it emphasizes the strength and resolve of the men and women who formed families together despite those obstacles. Why? Because the stories of men and women who married and had children under the yoke of bondage contain valuable lessons about hope, love, sacrifice, and dedication for those who have the privilege of forming families in freedom. This knowledge of what is possible when two people dedicate themselves to building a future together—despite their family histories, their social standing, and the political climate—is exactly what is needed to spark the movement needed to rebuild the black family today.

			Slavery and the War on Wedlock

			The starting point for an honest historical analysis of the black family must begin with the acknowledgement that slavery and marriage are completely incompatible institutions that cannot coexist. Marriage creates a bond between a husband and wife, reflected in the biblical belief that the “two become one” in their union. Those bonds strengthen after children are born. This family structure is the bedrock of society, but a slave owner could sever the bonds between a husband and wife at any time. Slavery had a similarly destructive effect on the relationship between parents and their children. In many respects the “black family” itself was a declaration of independence from the complete control slave owners sought to exert over their “property.”

			The legal theory that slaves were property predated the nation’s founding. Daniel Dulany, an influential lawyer in Maryland, issued an opinion in 1767 involving manumitted slaves. In it, he stated, “either the master’s property must give way for the support of the marriage of a female slave, or her marriage must be deemed invalid in order to preserve her master’s property.”[17] This view was the foundation for denying slaves legal marital rights for most of the nineteenth century.

			Dred Scott v. Sandford, a landmark 7–2 US Supreme Court ruling in 1857, concluded that people of African descent were not—and never intended to be—citizens under the Constitution. The Court’s majority opinion, written by Chief Justice Roger Taney, held that blacks “had no rights which the white man was bound to respect.”[18] The Court’s decision also struck down the Missouri Compromise and prohibited the federal government from freeing slaves brought into federal territories. The case is infamous for intensifying contemporary debates on the issue of slavery leading up to the Civil War. What fewer people know is the integral part marriage played in this case: It made a real marriage between slaves legally impossible.

			Dred Scott married Harriet Robinson at some point between 1836 and 1837 in a public ceremony that took place in present-day Minnesota, then a federal territory where slavery was prohibited. The ceremony was conducted by Major Lawrence Taliaferro, the bride’s master, with the consent of Mr. Scott’s master. The couple had their first child, Eliza, in 1838 in free territory.[19] On April 6, 1846, the Scotts filed separate petitions in St. Louis circuit court to obtain their freedom from slavery on the grounds that they lived—and married—in territory where Congress had prohibited slavery.

			Scott’s case eventually made it to the nation’s highest court. The unfavorable outcome of Scott’s case is well-known, but few today are aware that one of the judges on the bench, Justice Benjamin R. Curtis, issued a dissenting opinion that, had his reasoning carried the day, would have freed Scott. Curtis cited Scott’s marriage as evidence of the masters’ intentions to free their slaves.

			In my judgment, there can be no more effectual abandonment of the legal rights of a master over his slave, than by the consent of the master that the slave should enter into a contract of marriage, in a free State, attended by all the civil rights and obligations which belong to that condition.[20]

			This line of argument was ultimately rejected. The Court’s ruling meant that slaves could marry by their mutual agreement, but their marriages had no legal protections because they—the men and women desiring to wed—could not enter into contracts of any kind.

			Princeton history professor Tera W. Hunter is the author of Bound in Wedlock, a book on black family life during the time of slavery. She reaches a similar conclusion as she captures the incompatibility of the “peculiar institution” of slavery and the institution of marriage perfectly when she states, “slave marriage was superfluous because slaves were already married, symbolically, to their masters.”[21]

			The basic expectations of a marriage, in principle, include mutual consent, sexual exclusivity, cohabitation, procreation, and permanence.

			Slavery, as practiced in the United States, made the fulfillment of basic marital duties and obligations impossible. The movement, labor, material needs, and associations of slaves were all under the control of an owner who had the legal right to buy and sell them at any time, for any reason he chose. A slave owner could separate a married couple, selling one spouse hundreds of miles away from the other. In fact, an estimated one third of first marriages were disrupted by the interstate slave trade.[22] Slaves were often sent away as wedding gifts when the younger relatives of large planters married.[23]

			Forced separation is the most vivid example of slavery’s impact on marital cohabitation, but it wasn’t the only one. Slave couples who were owned by different masters frequently remained on their respective plantations after marrying.[24] These “abroad” marriages undoubtedly impacted their ability to create the types of intimate emotional and sexual bonds that strengthen a marriage. That does not mean couples ignored their marital obligations. Indeed, couples often went to great lengths to preserve their marriages. Husbands typically traveled on weekends and holidays to see their wives, walking several miles each way.[25] They had to secure passes from their owners that gave them permission to be out on the roads in the event they encountered slave patrols.[26]

			Tragically, even sexual exclusivity wasn’t guaranteed for enslaved couples, who worried about the sexual intrusion of the slave owners and their family members. Some slaves did not want the minister who married them to include the promise of fidelity in their vows because, “at any time our masters could compel us to break such a promise.”[27] Sexual exclusivity is one of the most important expectations in any marriage. The fact that it could not be guaranteed due to factors outside the control of enslaved couples had a profound impact on the dynamics between husbands and wives. A married master who had sex with his female slave against her will violated her right to bodily autonomy. He also emasculated her husband, who was unable to protect her either because he lived apart from his wife or feared the consequences of physically intervening. The slave owner also contributed to “illegitimacy” in the event a child was conceived and created a de facto single-mother home if the woman lived apart from her husband.

			Slavery made it extremely difficult for husbands to protect their wives and children, but that does not mean men stood idly by in the face of abuse. Their presence on the plantation may have served as a deterrent to sexually opportunistic masters, given the connection between the prevalence of abroad marriages and the higher numbers of biracial slaves in some locations.[28] Other husbands were willing to do more than serve as a passive deterrent to lecherous slave owners. A free black husband was convicted in 1834 of stealing his slave wife from her owner in Delaware.[29] A husband referred to in court documents as only “Alfred (a slave)” was sentenced to death in 1859 for killing an overseer who raped his wife.[30] In other cases that are hard for the modern mind to comprehend, some free black men were willing to consign themselves to slavery if it meant keeping their families intact. One slave owner who submitted a petition on behalf of a free man requesting to become his slave described how the man preferred to be owned by a master of his choice if it meant being together with his wife and children.[31]

			Firsthand accounts from former slaves paint a picture
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