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Reflections on the Black
Woman’s Role in the
Community of Slaves

The paucity of literature fin 1971] on the black woman, is outrageous on its face.
But we must also contend with the fact that too many of these rare studies must
claim as their signal achievement the remnforcement of fictitious clichés. They have
given credence to grossly distorted categories through which the black woman
continues to be perceived. In the words of Nathan and Julia Hare, “she has been
labeled ‘aggressive’ or ‘marriarchal’ by white scholars and ‘castrating female’ by
[some] blacks” (Transaction, November—~December, 1970). Many have re-
cently sought to remedy this situation. Bur Jor the time being, at least, we are sull
confronted with these reified images of ourselves. And Jor now, we must sull
assume the responsibility of shattering them.

Ininally, I did not envision this paper as strictly confined to the era of slavery.
Yet, as I began to think through the issue of the black marriarch, I came to the
conclusion that it kad to be refuted a its presumed historical inception.

The chief problem I encountered stemmed from the conditions of my tncarcera-
tion: opportunities for researching the issue I wanted to explore were extremely
limited. I chose, therefore, to entitle this piece “Reflections . . .7 Ir does not pretend
10 be more than a collection of ideas which would constituze a starting pont — a
Sramework within which to conduct a rigorous reinvestigation of the black woman
as she interacted with her people and with her oppressive environment during
slavery.

I would like 1o dedicate these reflections to one of the most admirable black
leaders to emerge from the ranks of our liberation movement — o George Fackson,
whom I loved and respected in every way. As I came to know and love kim, I saw
him developing an acute sensitivity to the real problems facing black women and
thus refining his ability to distinguish these Jrom their mythical transpositions.
George was uniquely aware of the need to extricate himself and other black men

“Reflections on the Black Woman’s Role in the Community of Slaves” was written when
Angela Davis was in jail and was first published in The Black Scholar, vol. 3, no. 4 (December
1971). Reprinted by permission of The Black Scholar journal.
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114 Marxism, Anti-Racism, and Feminism

The slave stands in absolutely no relation to the objective conditions of his
labor; it is rather the labor itself, in the form of the slave as of the serf, which
is placed in the category of inorganic condition of production alongside the
other natural beings, e.g. cartle, or regarded as an appendage of the earth.’

The bondsman’s existence as a natural condition of production is
complemented and reinforced, according to Marx, by his membership in a
social grouping which he perceives to be an extension of nature. Enmeshed
in what appears to be a natural state of affairs, the attitude of the slave, to
a greater or lesser degree, would be an acquiescence in his subjugation.
Friedrich Engels points out that in Athens, the state could depend on a
police force consisting entirely of slaves.®

The fabric of American slavery differed significantly from ancient slavery
and feudalism. True, black people were forced to act as if they were
inorganic conditions of production. For slavery was “personality swallowed
up in the sordid idea of property ~ manhood lost in chattelhood.”” But there
were no pre-existent social structures or cultural dictates which might
induce reconciliation to the circumstances of their bondage. On the con-
trary, Africans had been uprooted from their natural environment, their
social relations, their culture. No legitimate socio-cultural surroundings
would be permitted to develop and flourish, for, in all likelihood, they
would be utterly incompatible with the demands of slavery.

Yet another fact would militate against harmony and equilibrium in the
slave’s relation to his bondage: slavery was enclosed in a society otherwise
characterized by “free” wage-labor. Black men and women could always
contrast their chains with the nominally free status of white working people.
This was quite literally true in such cases where, like Frederick Douglass,
they were contracted out as wage-laborers. Unlike the “free” white men
alongside whom they worked, they had no right to the meager wages they
earned. Such were some of the many contradictions unloosed by the effort
to forcibly inject slavery into the early stages of American capitalism.

The combination of a historically superseded slave-labor system based
almost exclusively on race and the drive to strip black people of all their
social and cultural bonds would create a fateful rupture at the heart of the
slave system itself. The slaves would not readily adopt fatalistic attitudes
towards the conditions surrounding and ensnaring their lives. They were a
people who had been violently thrust into a patently “unnatural” subjuga-
tion. If the slave-holders had not maintained an absolute monopoly of
violence, if they had not been able to rely on large numbers of their fellow
white men — indeed the entire ruling class as well as misled working people
~ to assist them in their terrorist machinations, slavery would have been far
less feasible than it actually proved to be.

The magnitude and effects of the black people’s defiant rejection of
slavery has not yet been fully documented and illuminated. But there is
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more than ample evidence that they consistently refused to succumb to the
all-encompassing dehumanization objectively demanded by the slave sys-
tem. Comparatively recent studies have demonstrated that the few slave
uprisings — too spectacular to be relegated to oblivion by the racism of
ruling-class historians — were not isolated occurrences, as the latter would
have had us believe. The reality, we know now, was that these open
rebellions erupted with such a frequency that they were as much a part of
the texture of slavery as the conditions of servitude themselves. And these
revolts were only the tip of an iceberg: resistance expressed itself in other
grand modes and also in the seemingly trivial forms of feigned illness and
studied indolence.

If resistance was an organic ingredient of slave life, it had to be directly
nurtured by the social organization which the slaves themselves improvised.
The consciousness of their oppression, the conscious thrust towards its
abolition could not have been sustained without impetus from the commu-
nity they pulled together through the sheer force of their own strength. Of
necessity, this community would revolve around the realm which was
furthermost removed from the immediate arena of domination. It could
only be located in and around the living quarters, the area where the basic
needs of physical life were met.

In the area of production, the slaves — pressed into the mold of beasts
of burden — were forcibly deprived of their humanity. (And a human being
thoroughly dehumanized has no desire for freedom.) But the community
gravitating around the domestic quarters might possibly permir a retrieval
of the man and the woman in their fundamental humanity. We can assume
that in a very real material sense, it was only in domestic life — away from
the eyes and whip of the overseer — that the slaves could attempt to assert
the modicum of freedom they still retained, it was only there that they
might be inspired to project techniques of expanding it further by leveling
what few weapons they had against the slave-holding class whose unmiti-
gated drive for profit was the source of their misery.

Via this path, we return to the African slave woman: in the living
quarters, the major responsibilities “naturally” fell to her. It was the woman
who was charged with keeping the “home in order.” This role was dictated
by the male supremacist ideology of white society in America; it was also
woven into the patriarchal traditions of Africa. As her biological destiny, the
woman bore the fruits of procreation; as her social destiny, she cooked,
sewed, washed, cleaned house, raised the children. Traditionally the labor
of females, domestic work is supposed to complement and confirm their
inferiority.

But with the black slave woman, there is a strange twist of affairs: in the
infinite anguish of ministering to the needs of the men and children around
her (who were not necessarily members of her immediate family), she was
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harassed the slave-master to no end. Had the black woman failed to ﬁmm.o
the occasion, the community of slaves could not gﬁ fully developed in 55
direction. The slave system would have to deal with the black woman as the
i f a house of resistance.
ocm,mmpwwwnmmmmos of black women a:i&.w the era of mHm<on Em.mmoav MMM
to be buttressed by a level of overt E_Emﬂgm repression. rmn HMW:@T
oppression had to assume an unconcealed dimension of outright co
Sw%«% MMM%.%& the oppression of black ﬁ.m<m women necessarily h.HMoMMﬁMM
rated open forms of counter-insurgency is moﬁ as mxﬁﬂémmﬂﬂﬁ Mw HAoi Mm
initially appear. The penetration of oocnﬁm.gsmgmnd.nw into the %% N mbm
routine of the slave-master’s domination will be oonmannm@ towards t Qm ene
of this paper. First, the participation of black women in the oMcmH i
explosive upheavals which oosmﬂmsﬁ.;\ rocked the mrm:\m m%mﬁmﬂm o
confirmed. This will be an indication of the magnitude of mnr ro 2
caretaker of a household of resistance — of the awmawm o égnwm e MﬁocE
concretely encourage those around her to keep their eyes on freedom. ﬁsﬂ. !
also confirm the objective circumstances to which the slave-mas e
-1 €ncy was a response.
nodwﬂ” %wﬂ%w Ganvaocw of Harriet Tubman and wowocgmm Truth, Ewow
women of the slave era remain more or less asmngama in %mmgmm ,ows
history. And, as Earl Conrad has aagosmﬂmﬁw&w even “General mc waﬁma
role has been consistently and grossly minimized. She was a far mnmﬁ.ob
warrior against slavery than is suggested by the Unm&mwnnﬁ Bum‘nos.nmn H_»b ;
that her only outstanding contribution was to make nineteen trips into
South, bringing over 300 slaves to their freedom.

[She] was head of the Intelligence Service in mrm.” Department oM 9% WMMQM
throughout the Civil War; she is the only gmﬁnms woman to lea Hm %n
black and white on the field of battle, as she did in &o Umnmabmwﬁ Om ™
South. . .. She was a compelling and stirring orator in the oocsﬁmw of the
abolitionists and the anti-slavers, a favorite of m.rn anti-slavery con Wﬂﬂmnm.
She was the fellow planner with Douglass, Martin Delany, /x\wuam: illips,
Gerrit Smith and other leaders of the anti-slavery movement.

No extensive and systematic study of the role of black women in n@m“mmﬁm
slavery has come to my attention. It has been noted Emﬂ. large scuw Q.M
of freed black women worked towards the vcnormwo. of their nm_mQMoMn an
friends’ freedom. About the participation of women in both the well- QOSHS
and the more obscure slave revolts, only casual Hmp.dm%m wmﬁm Uo.@u ma o.. t
has been observed, for instance, that Gabriel’s S;.w was active in Embbz‘.vw
the rebellion spearheaded by her husband, but little else has been sai

about her.
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The sketch which follows is based in its entirety on the works of Herbert
Aptheker, the only resources available to me at the time of this writing.**
These facts, gleaned from Aptheker’s works on slave revolts and other
forms of resistance, should signal the urgency to undertake a thorough
study of the black woman as anti-slavery rebel.

Aptheker’s research has disclosed the widespread existence of communi-
ties of blacks who were neither free nor in bondage. Throughout the South
(in South and North Carolina, Virginia, Louisiana, Florida, Georgia,
Mississippi and Alabama), maroon communities consisting of fugitive
slaves and their descendants were “an ever present feature” — from 1642 to
1864 — of slavery. They provided “havens for fugitives, served as bases for
marauding expeditions against nearby plantations and, at times, supplied
leadership to planned uprisings.”'®

Every detail of these communities was invariably determined by and
steeped in resistance, for their raison d’étre emanated from their perpetual
assault on slavery. Only in a fighting stance could the maroons hope to
secure their constantly imperiled freedom. As a matter of necessity, the
women of those communities were compelled to define themselves — no less
than the men - through their many acts of resistance. Hence, throughout
this brief survey the counter-attacks and heroic efforts at defense assisted by
maroon women will be a recurring motif,

As it will be seen, black women often poisoned the food and set fire to
the houses of their masters. For those who were also employed as domestics
these particular overt forms of resistance were especially available,

The vast majority of the incidents to be related involve either tactically
unsuccessful assaults or eventually thwarted attempts at defense. In all
likelihood, numerous successes were achieved, even against the formidable
obstacles posed by the slave system. Many of these were probably
unpublicized even at the time of their occurrence, lest they provide encour-
agement to the rebellious proclivities of other slaves and, for other slave-
holders, an occasion for fear and despair.

During the early years of the slave era (1708) a rebellion broke out in
New York. Among its participants were surely many women, for one, along
with three men, was executed in retaliation for the killing of seven whites.
It may not be entirely insignificant that while the men were hanged, she was
heinously burned alive.'® In the same colony, women played an active role
in a 1712 uprising in the course of which slaves, with their guns, clubs, and
knives, killed members of the slave-holding class and managed to wound
others. While some of the insurgents —~ among them a pregnant woman —
were captured, others — including a woman — committed suicide rather than
surrender.!’

“In New Orleans one day in 1730 a woman slave received ‘a violent blow
from a French soldier for refusing to obey him’ and in her anger shouted
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however, the maroons were the victors and it may well have been that some
of the many women helped to put the soldiers to death.

The oppression of slave women had to assume dimensions of open
counter-insurgency. Against the background of the facts presented above, it
would be difficult indeed to refute this contention. As for those who
engaged in open battle, they were no less ruthlessly punished than slave
men. It would even appear that in many cases they may have suffered
penalties which were more excessive than those meted out to the men. On
occasion, when men were hanged, the women were burned alive. If such
practices were widespread, their logic would be clear. They would be
terrorist methods designed to dissuade other black women from following
the examples of their fighting sisters. If all black women rose up alongside
their men, the institution of slavery would be in difficult straits.

It is against the backdrop of her role as fighter that the routine oppres-
sion of the slave woman must be explored once more. If she was burned,
hanged, broken on the wheel, her head paraded on poles before her op-
pressed brothers and sisters, she must have also felt the edge of this
counter-insurgency as a fact of her daily existence. The slave system would
not only have to make conscious efforts to stifle the tendencies towards acts
of the kind described above; it would be no less necessary to stave off escape
attempts (escapes to maroon country!) and all the various forms of sabotage
within the system. Feigning illness was also resistance, as were work slow-
downs and actions destructive to the crops. The more extensive these acts,
the more the slave-holder’s profits would tend to diminish.

While a detailed study of the myriad modes in which this counter-
insurgency was manifested can and should be conducted, the following
reflections will focus on a single aspect of the slave woman’s oppression
particularly prominent in its brutality.

Much has been said about the sexual abuses to which the black woman
was forced to submit. They are generally explained as an outgrowth of the
male supremacy of Southern culture: the purity of white womanhood could
not be violated by the aggressive sexual activity desired by the white male.
His instinctual urges would find expression in his relationships with his
property — the black slave woman, who would have to become his unwilling
concubine. No doubt there is an element of truth in these statements, but
it is equally important to unearth the meaning of these sexual abuses from
the vantage point of the woman who was assaulted.

In keeping with the theme of these reflections, it will be submitted thar
the slave-master’s sexual domination of the black woman contained an
unveiled element of counter-insurgency. To understand the basis for this
assertion, the dialectical moments of the slave woman’s oppression must be
restated and their movement recaptured. The prime factor, it has been said,
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was the total and violent expropriation of her labor with no compensation
save the pittance necessary for bare existence.

Secondly, as female, she was the housekeeper of the living quarters. In
this sense, she was already doubly oppressed. However, having been
wrested from passive, “feminine” existence by the sheer force of things —
literally by forced labor — confining domestic rasks were incommensurable
with what she had become. That is to say, by virtue of her participation in
production, she would not act the part of the passive female, but could
experience the same need as her men to challenge the conditions of her
subjugation. As the center of domestic life, the only life at all removed from
the arena of exploitation, and thus as an important source of survival, the
black woman could play a pivotal role in nurturing the thrust towards
freedom.

The slave-master would attempt to thwart this process. He knew that as
female, this slave woman could be particularly vulnerable in her sexual
existence. Although he would not pet her and deck her out in frills, the
white master could endeavor to re-establish her femaleness by reducing
her to the level of her biological being. Aspiring with his sexual assaults
to establish her as a female animal, he would be striving to destroy her
proclivities towards resistance. Of the sexual relations of animals, taken at
their abstract biological level (and not in terms of their quite different social
potential for human beings), Simone de Beauvoir says the following:

It is unquestionably the male who zakes the female — she is taken. Often the
word applies literally, for whether by means of special organs or through
superior strength, the male seizes her and holds her in place; he performs the
copulatory movements; and, among insects, birds, and mammals, he pen-
etrates. . . . Her body becomes a resistance to be broken through. . . .

The act of copulation, reduced by the white man to an animal-like act,
would be symbolic of the effort to conquer the resistance the black woman
could unloose.

In confronting the black woman as adversary in a sexual contest, the
master would be subjecting her to the most elemental form of terrorism
distinctively suited for the female: rape. Given the already terroristic rexture
of plantation life, it would be as potential victim of rape that the slave
woman would be most unguarded. Further, she might be most conve-
niently manipulable if the master contrived a ransom system of sorts,
forcing her to pay with her body for food, diminished severity in treatment,
the safety of her children, etc.

The integration of rape into the sparsely furnished legitimate social life of
the slaves harks back to the feudal “right of the first night,” the jus primae
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126 Marxism, Anti-Racism, and Feminism

and especially revolutionary movements - bear an immediate relationship
to the range and quality of female participation.

The meaning of this principle is strikingly illustrated by the role of the
black woman during slavery. Attendant to the indiscriminate, brutal pursuit
of profit, the slave woman attained a correspondingly brutal status of
equality. But in practice, she could work up a fresh content for this de-
formed equality by inspiring and participating in acts of resistance of every
form and color. She could turn the weapon of equality in struggle against
the avaricious slave system which had engendered the mere caricature of
equality in oppression. The black woman’s activities increased the total
incidence of anti-slavery assaults. But most important, without consciously
rebellious black women, the theme of resistance could not have become so
thoroughly intertwined in the fabric of daily existence. The status of black
women within the community of slaves was definitely a barometer indicat-
ing the overall potential for resistance.

This process did not end with the formal dissolution of slavery. Under
the impact of racism, the black woman has been continually constrained to
inject herself into the desperate struggle for existence. She - like her man —
has been compelled to work for wages, providing for her family as she was
previously forced to provide for the slave-holding class. The infinitely
onerous nature of this equality should never be overlooked. For the black
woman has always also remained harnessed to the chores of the household.
Yet, she could never be exhaustively defined by her uniquely “female”
responsibilities.

As a result, black women have made significant contributions to
struggles against the racism and the dehumanizing exploitation of a wrongly
organized society. In fact, it would appear that the intense levels of resis-
tance historically maintained by black people and thus the historical func-
tion of the black liberation struggle as harbinger of change throughout the
society are due in part to the greater objective equality between the black
man and the black woman. Du Bois put it this way: “In the great rank and
file of our five million women, we have the up-working of new revolutionary
ideals, which must in time have vast influence on the thought and action of
this land.”*®

Official and unofficial attempts to blunt the effects of the egalitarian
tendencies as between the black man and woman should come as no
surprise. The matriarch concept, embracing the clichéd “female castraror,”
is, in the last instance, an open weapon of ideological warfare. Black men
and women alike remain its potential victims — men unconsciously lunging
at the woman, equating her with the myth, women sinking back into the
shadows, lest an aggressive posture resurrect the myth in themselves.

The myth must be consciously repudiated as myth and the black woman
in her true historical contours must be resurrected. We, the black women of
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today, must accept the full weight of a legacy wrought in blood by our
mothers in chains. Our fight, while identical in spirit, reflects different
conditions and thus implies different paths of struggle. But as heirs to a
tradition of supreme perseverance and heroic resistance, we must hasten to
take our place wherever our people are forging on towards freedom.
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I It is interesting to note a parallel in Nazi Germany: with all its ranting and
raving about motherhood and the family, Hitler’s regime made a conscious
attempt to strip the family of virtually all its social funcrions. The thrust of their
unspoken program for the family was to reduce it to a biological unit and to
force its members to relate in an unmediated fashion to the fascist bureaucracy.
Clearly the Nazis endeavored to crush the family in order to ensure that it
could not become a center from which oppositional activity might originate.
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