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Tennessee State University

History 491 Lecture Notes                                                                 Dr. Lovett

Kenneth M. Stampp, “The Daily Life of the Southern Slave,” from The Peculiar Institution (Chicago: Alfred A. Knopf, 1956). 
Stampp’s view of Slavery: 

“In the life of the southern slave the crucial fact was that slavery was above all a labor system. Wherever in the South the master lived, however many slaves he owned, it was his bondsmen’s productive capacity that he generally valued most. The great majority of slaves toiled from dawn to dusk on farms and plantations cultivating cotton, tobacco, rice, sugar, hemp, and food crops. The rest worked in cities and towns as skilled and unskilled laborers and domestics; on railroads, docks, and river boats; in mines, quarries, and fisheries and in textile mills, tobacco factories, and iron foundries. Southern slavery was essentially a paternalistic institution. 

Stampp’s human view of slavery was the first counter Ulrich B. Phillip’s book, American Negro Slavery (New York: Appleton, 1918), which had been the standard, and the view that southerners taught in the schools and colleges: “Slavery was a university, which prepared the barbarian Africans to live in a civilized society.” 

Courtship, Marriage, the Family and Divorce:

Slave marriages had no such recognition in the state codes; instead, they were regulated by whatever rules the owners saw fit to make and enforce. Slaves often picked their mates, but masters sometimes arbitrarily assigned husbands to women who had reached “breeding age.” Divorce, like marriage was within the master’s jurisdiction. He might permit the slave to change spouses on grounds of irreconcilable differences. The typical slave family was matriarchal in form, for the mother’s role was far more important then the father’s. A slave preacher in Kentucky united couples in wedlock “until death or distance do you part.”

See: Walter Johnson, Soul by Soul: Life inside the Antebellum Slave Market (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), for life of a slave when living in a slave market or right after being sold. 

The Slave Children:

Marie J. Schwartz, Born in Bondage: Growing Up Enslaved in the Antebellum South (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000).
Slaveholders interjected themselves between parent and child by interfering in all aspects of family life. The owners disciplined children, forcibly separated them from families, and dictated the type of work they should perform. Father and mother could do nothing to help their children against the master’s abuse, short of rebellion. A master beat a slave child for having a running nose that dripped on my table cloth.” 

Slave parents showed their displeasure by breaking tools and slowing down the work day. When parents tried to attend to their children’s sickness and needs, masters might complain that the parent was “spoiling that Negro.” 

Children were numerous on the farms and plantations. By 17620, the number of slave births began to exceed the number of slave deaths. By 1808, even the slave owners did not protest the prohibition of the Atlantic Slave Trade, because reproduction was producing enough slaves. Between 1820 and 1860 census, more than two-fifths of antebellum slaves were younger than age fifteen, and one-third were younger than age ten.

Comparatively, in the West Indies and South America, slave deaths exceeded slave births, making the constant import of African slaves a necessity. The slave population in North America was mostly native born. 

“Although slave parents encouraged slaveholders to behave benevolently, even paternalistically, toward their children, their commitment to paternalism was incomplete. There existed a real danger that in recognizing their owners’ responsibilities toward their sons and daughters, they would surrender their own. Consequently, they vied with slaveholders to retain authority over child rearing, even as they pleaded for their masters and mistresses to provide for the children’s well-being.” 
“As they grew, children found themselves torn between the demands of owners and those of parents. Theirs was a world in which the lines of authority were murky. They needed to please owners; a wrong deed, word, or look could bring harsh consequences. But they also needed to please parents and other slaves upon whom they depended for survival [in the slave quarters].” Sometimes, for example, the master ordered a child to spy on slaves suspected of stealing from the smoke house. What would you do as a slave child: obey the master or maintain loyalty with fellow slaves?

Where men were scarce, a community of women took responsibility for child rearing in the slave quarters. Families helped slaves survive, says Herbert G. Gutman in The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, 1725-1925 (1975). But the family was matriarchal, whereas other scholars found husband and wives raising the slave families. 

Wilma King, Stolen Childhood (1995) is the first and foremost understanding of the lives of slave children, whereas Thomas L. Webber, Deep Like the Rivers (1978) sought to understand adult life in slavery. Webber disagrees with Genovese’s Roll Jordan Roll (1976) that slave children were insulated from slavery’s worst features. Webber argues that slave families nurtured and provided for their children, and the children spent the majority of their time with the other slaves, not with the master. Wilma King also argues that children were not shielded from the terrors of slave life: “Their experiences with separations, terror, misery, and despair reduced them to children without childhoods.” 

First, many slaves did not know their ages, and therefore kept little long stick to notch significant milestones in life by months, years, and holidays. But owners knew the ages, because of needing to know when the slave was bought, and for taxes and insurance policies on the slaves. 

Slave Midwives and Birth:

Slave women tended to give birth before a “crowded bedside.” Midwives, mothers, female friends, other family members, and even the master might be present. Master pretended interest on humanity grounds; really, he was there to protect his interest in a live birth. Slave infant mortality was high, especially from miscarriages and “still birth.” He also did not want to keep too many slaves out of the fields where his financial interest had to be protected, too. The slave women watched the change of the moon to know when “the water would come more freely.” They gave the pregnant women brewed tea, and let nature take its course. The midwife might place a knife or axe under the bed to ease the pain. The room was cleaned, and the afterbirth was burned in the fireplace to avoid “bad luck”. One would not sweep under the bed either. The navel cord was cut and tied, a band of clothe was wrapped around the baby’s belly to hold the browned cloth from a skillet of grease on the baby’s navel. This was to prevent disease and “lock jaw” entering the umbilical cord and killing the baby. The navel cord would fall in three days, and would be burned in the fireplace. The midwife would remain in touch with the mother for several days. The baby sometimes received a foul smelling pouch around the neck to ward off disease. Family members would not rock the cradle or allow the baby to see themselves in the mirror for several months. And ointments would be rubbed in the baby’s hand to give him good luck. Older slaves helped the new mother learn how to care for the child. They kept the child out of sight of the whites as long as possible. 
When the slave woman produced a baby of mixed heritage, the situation was even more complicated. The slave quarters did not celebrate, but remained quiet about the birth. White men were known for raping slave women and sometimes white women. So, many slave mistresses stayed away from slave birthing events until the results was known—the child could be the mulatto step child or grandchild belonging to her husband or son. Slave mothers often denied children information about their white fathers to protect against angry mistresses who would demand the child and mother be sold to go somewhere else. 

Slave husbands also held their breath outside the birthing room, hoping their woman had not been forced into an affair with master or some other neighborhood white man. 

What were the consequences of this aspect of Slavery?

Perhaps because of their sexual abuses during slavery, southern white men would particularly be frightened at the possibility of “black men raping and having affairs with white women” after slavery. For example, one of the first laws the Tennessee General Assembly passed after Slavery was the anti-miscegenation law of 1866, and another law to define who was “white” and who was “black,” “Negro,” or “mulatto.” 

The northerners who came south to fight the Civil War were so mortified at the large mulatto population in the South until they would demand the South do something to protect the status of “white people.” One northern missionary said: “The blacks are so numerous here in the South, they tend to drown out the very existence of the ‘white man’.” The Union soldiers were alarmed at the sight of “white men in slavery.” Actually, the slaves were mulattos “As white as any white man,” said another Yankee soldier. 

So, the southern European Americans, who wanted to remain a part of that exclusive club called “white,” passed Jim Crow laws (beginning 1866-1881, and reaching a crescendo in 1890) to “separate the races” and protect the “purity of the white race.” In other words, the northerners, who were just as racist as the European Americans in the American south, acquiesced in the development of a racial system in the United States, gave legal support to the system in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), and only decided to dismantle Jim Crow in 1954 (Brown v. Board of Education) because the system was embarrassing the nation in the middle of the Cold War with Russia (1945-1992). 

New mothers and fathers:

Slave parents did not allow the economics of child rearing to restrain their desire to care for children. Parental resolve helped persuade owners to organize agricultural routines around the nurture of infants and to provide plantation resources for them. Women used the new child to be excused from the fields as often as possible, even if the masters ordered the mother to bring the child to the fields and lay it under a tree. There were always tensions between owners and slave mothers about the feeding and caring of the children and especially newborns. Owners wanted the baby weaned as soon as possible. Mothers often breastfed the baby beyond year one. Smaller slave children (if they could walk and talk) and elder slaves had to care for the child back at the slave quarters. The slaves in the quarters also had to wash clothes, cook for the master’s family, tend to the fowl, and do many other chores besides watch the children. And if they made a mistake, they could be whipped by the master or beaten by another slave parent. 
Young Children in the Quarters: 
Read some slave narrative like Harriet A. Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl: Written by Herself (1897; 1987 by Harvard University Press). 

Ages of two to five years were the crucial ones in a slave child’s survival to adulthood. Left unsupervised all day, parents and owners worried about the discipline of the slave children. Elder slaves and other relatives had to help raise the child. Breast feeding mothers often would breast feed another woman’s child as well. But slaves wanted this person to be a relative, because fights broke out about another slave “abusing somebody’s child.” Slaves could be cruel in whipping children, as they reflected the punishments they received from the master. Often the child was sleep when the parents arrived from the fields around 9 o’clock that evening, and seldom spent much time with them. Between ages eight and ten, the child would accompany the adults to the fields, doing small chores such as water boy, bringing dinner, and other small chores in the fields or at the quarters. 
Young slaves:

“As young adults, the slaves did what other persons did at their ages. The Young slaves did much of their courting at plantation parties on Saturdays and Sunday nights, at molasses stews (similar to taffy pullings), watermelon feasts, corn-shuckings, and dances,” writes John W. Blassingame in his The Slave Community: Plantation Life in the Antebellum South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979). They would start the parties with general conversation and tales, “pulling handkerchiefs” for kisses, and other games to gain kisses from the ladies. The cakewalk was a favorite dance, and singing of songs with references to sexual intercourse. 

Premarital sex was acceptable as in West Africa, where the people viewed sex as fundamental to procreation and as a religious duty to continue the family. Children were highly valued in African society, but herbal remedies provided birth control before marriage. Europeans saw sex to the contrary: dirty, evil, sinful, and to be done in secret—European American ministers stressed separation of mates, prohibitions against premarital sexual intercourse, adultery, and fornication. In West Africa the slave’s ancestors had trained young boys and girls in their sexual responsibilities and sanitation of the sex. 
These contradictions between African culture and European culture caused problems during Slavery. See: Martha Hodes, White Women, Black Men: Illicit Sex in the 19th Century South (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997): “A history of sex between white women and black men in the nineteenth-century American South is also the history of a powerful category of illicit sex in the United States. White anxiety about sex between white women and black men is not a timeless phenomenon in the United States; rather, it is a historical development that evolved out of particular social, political, and economic circumstances. Scholars agree that the most virulent racist ideology about black sexuality emerged in the decades that followed the Civil War, and some historians have recognized that the lynching of black men for the alleged rape of white women was comparatively rare in the South under slavery.” 

White women, too, had mulatto children, but not usual because some black man raped or forced himself upon her during Slavery days. But the white woman’s “bastard” was treated more harshly than the white man’s mulatto “bastard.” When found to be pregnant by a black lover, the white woman was urged to abort the child or: “cry rape!” A white woman’s adulterous liaison with a black man could become a fervid topic of local conversation, said Hodes. Sometimes, the white woman did it to take revenge on her husband who was sleeping with a black woman. If anyone knew about the relationship between the mistress and a slave it was the other slaves, and the master was the last to know—perhaps until the child was born or aborted. 
