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~ Casting of the Die: Morality, Slavery,
and Resistance —

I most sincerely doubt if any other race of women could have brought
its fineness up through so devilish a fire.
—W.E.B. Du Bois

Chattel slavery in the North American colonies preceded the arrival
of the first African men and women, who came to Virginia in 1619.
Many of the White, mostly poor, indentured servants who came to the
colonies found themselves “manipulated in the interests of the [Vir-
ginia] Company” and “‘held in servitude beyond a stipulated term,”
according to colonial historian James Ballagh. The system of inden-
ture, he added, “tended to pass into a property relation which asserted
a control of varying extent over the bodies and liberties of their
person during service as if they were things.”’! Henry Spelman knew
that; in 1609 he was sold to a group of Native Americans by Captain
John Smith. In the same year, Thomas Salvage was traded to Native
Americans for one of their own servants.

Furthermore, not all of the approximately quarter-million ser-
vants who came to the settlements did so voluntarily. Some were
kidnapped, others lured under false pretenses, coerced or entrapped.
They came on overcrowded ships, were hoisted onto auction blocks
where they were stripped, examined, and sold without regard to the
separation of families. They were thought to be contented with their
lot, lazy, and immoral. Female servants were sexually exploited by
masters. And not all so victimized were adults. Records show the
arrival of 1,500 “friendless boyes and girls” who were expropriated
to work in the colonies. The authorities were so pleased with their
services, they pleaded for more.

A month before African men and women set foot in Virginia, the
colony’s legislative body, the House of Burgesses, passed a law stating
that masters could whip their servants and that female servants could
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not marry without the master’s consent. Another ominous develop-
ment was that in the same year, 90 “young and incorrupt” English
women were sold to the Virginia settlers as wives for 120 pounds of
tobacco each.

During the first years of the African presence in North America,
Blacks had a higher status than other servants, because the circum-
stances of their seizure put them under the protection of international
law. The first Africans worked as servants for the colonial administra-
tors, and in subsequent years they worked side by side with White
servants. Africans worked out their indentures, and several subse-
quently purchased large parcels of land—and the services of their own
servants. Black women and White also shared the same kinds of labor
in a society where, as historian Eleanor Flexner points out, little dis-
tinction was made among the duties of the indentured servant, the
artisan’s wife, and the gently born mistress.

Perhaps the historically most importantBlack woman of the first
generation of Africans was@abell Williams., Her marriage to An-
thoney, who had been on the same ship, resulted in the birth of
probably the first Black child in America. Baby Williams made his
auspicious appearance in 1624. The threesome were not listed as
servants on the official register, indicating that they were most likely
free persons in the colony. ‘

But all of that would change as the need for labor—more profita-
ble labor—increased. Some would have to be exploited more than
others, and that meant creating categories of class and color. The dress
rehearsal for slavery and sexual exploitation had already taken place,
and the mind-set of the English administrators influenced the casting
of the various roles. It was a seventeenth-century mind that had been

shaped by the Renaissance, with its cult of individualism and the
“moral” right to exploit those weaker than oneself; by the Protestant
Reformation’s ethic and evangelical piety, which separated body from
soul; by the Age of Discovery, which found a continent of people
different from the explorers; and by the Commercial Revolution, with
its vision of wealth on a global scale. The slow but inexorable change
in the status of Blacks and women reflected all these developments.

The 1619 bride sale presupposed that the settlers made a distinc-
tion between servants and those “incorrupt” women specifically im-
ported to be wives. After all, it had been accepted as far back as Plato
that women fell into three categories: whore, mistress, and wife—the
last of whom was expected to organize the household and provide

“legitimate” heirs to her husband’s material acquisitions.
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Of course, acquisition was what this early multinational corpora-
tion, later called America, was largely about. And the seventeenth-
century outpost of Western civilization offered a tremendous
challenge to colonial administrators. Profit had to be wrung out of an
erotic wilderness that could make a man forget why he was there in
the first place. The challenge became more emotive as the colonies
were populated by increasing numbers of Africans, who at once repre-
sented the means of wealth and the “dark,” sensuous side of the
English soul. So, Englishmen had to “remind themselves constantly

~what it meant to be civilized, Christian, rational, sexually controlled
and white,” observed historian Ronald Takaki.2 This need would
have a tremendous impact on the history of both women and Blacks
in America. Blacks would be victimized by the White impulse to
f{fﬁrm, through Black degradation, “the virtues of self-control and
industry”’;> to impute ““to people they call ‘savages’ the instinctual
forces they had within themselves,” as Takaki observed.4

While Blacks were to be degraded for this purpose, White
women would be “elevated”’—sometimes tyrannically so. In addition
to organizing the household, their job was to civilize men, raise them
“abpvg the sordid and sensual considerations which hold sway . .. in
their intercourse with each other.”s> The Protestant ethic, which
delayed gratification in order to accumulate capital, did not ab}de well
with. “sordid and sensual considerations.” And women who provoked
passion rather than warding it off were looked down upon and often
punished.
. Black women—described by English slave traders as “‘hot consti-
tution’d ladies,” possessed of a “‘lascivious temper,” who had an incli-
nation for White men—would be impaled on the cutting edges of this
race/sex dialectic.6 ‘

_Thus it is little wonder that the focus fell on them when colonial
administrators began to make this dialectic the law of the land. The
first judicial decision that specifically referred to race in the model

Virginia colony involved a Black woman. The decision, Re: Davis
rendered in 1630, read: ’

Hugh' Davis to be soundly whipt before an assembly of negroes
& others for abusing himself to the dishonor of God and the
shame of Christianity by defiling his body in lying with a negro
which fault he is to actk [sic] Next sabbath day.?

.As law historiar.l A. Leon Higginbotham infers, since the race of
Davis was not mentioned he was probably White. The rarity of mas-
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at Davis was not a2 member of that

class. The tendency of court records tO specify the given names of
Black men leaves one to assume that the “negro’’ in question was &

woman (and further, that Black women were held in lower regard
than Black men). Although all “fornicators’ were punished (if
caught, that is) Davis’s crime evidently contravened not only the law
of man, but of God and Christianity as well. That his punishment was
10 be witnessed by an «“assembly of negroes’’ indicates it was to be an
example for the Black community as well as the White.

ions of the Davis decision became clearer as the

The implicati
as rose in the colony from a mere twenty-three in

number of Africa
dred by 1640. The increase stimulated the inexora-

1625 to three hun
ble force that would bind slavery and race inextricably. No African
man or woman who set foot in Virginia after 1640 had the benefit of

indentures or the hope that their “‘service” would be anything but
lifelong. Other colonies also reflected this trend. In that year a Black
servant, John Punch, and two White servants Were found guilty of
attempting to run away from their master in Maryland. The Whites
were sentenced to four additional years of service, but Punch was t0

me of his natural life, here

serve his master “or his assigns for the ti

or elsewhere.” For Blacks it was an ominous precedent, although
there was still equal-opportunity exploitation: A year later Massachu-
setts, that bastion of Puritan piety, became the first colony to recognize
slavery by statute, but its first victim was 2 White servant sentenced

1o slavery for hitting his master. Also in 1641, Virginia authorized the
pranding of both Black and White servans.

In the same year a8 the Punch case, @ Virgi
dered a decision regarding the punishmen
with a Black woman, impregnating her. Per
oration of the status of Blacks in the colony,
t0 be whipped for the indiscretion while the ma

pefore the church.

By 1643, clear evi
came with the plummeting
by Virginia's new division of labor. In 1629, Virginia
had designated “tithable persons”
d of what qualitie Of condition soever.
Juded all adult men and in ad
s made twice again before 1

ters’ being whipped suggests th

dence that Blacks were seenas le

groun:
tithable persons inc
This distinction wa
Maryland adopted a similar policy in 16

nia court again ren-
t of a White man who slept
haps reflecting the deteri-
this time the woman was
n simply did penance

ss than human
status of Black women that was established
administrators
as all those that «worke in the
" In 1643, however,
dition Black women.?
660 in Virginia, and
64. How the new division ©
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labor reflected
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law stipul were to be considered ti
ol fo tf)itig;ei’f iﬁd they should in no way expect to be “;zlllxil?le’dthe
e exemptions and impunities of the Englisﬁtt,,em tX

Sed the m idi i i

Child ;

bond zﬂficét by an Englishman upon a Negro woman shall b

Christian Shaﬁcccgrfr?lffg ;o the condition of the mother, and ailf ane
mit fornication with a N ’ v

he shall pay double the fines of the formere i(t) 11'11'1 an or woman,

The circle o igrati i
hich managed 1 comls oo sexioms wroed acc ity ki o
o managed : , sm, greed, and pi ithin i
- carriec()in:;it;:; :Ifliil a 1]13lac.k woman or man was u%fﬁii::;;ilztlltj
s ofaBlacke Wt an intraracial liaisons. At the same time
i fherit ber status—which vs);l i:éﬁiﬁyr%f;er Vf7h0 . WOUld’
L : . oming synonymous wi
| omradictionact, ;hti ;tag;slwetlls lmhented from the mothyer was?gtgi;teliz
i theg,;nl(s) t a_“z.-—and witb reason. Such legislation
s news 1v1c1ous gxplonation. For a master could
e e slaves by impregnating his own slave, or
e havin fOrcy ne impregnate her. Being able to rep’ro-
o aborfor e1 c;wtc:ul.d be well worth the fine, even in the
~ White women wereun " o
i rot 11rnmune to th.ese legal developments
o i attemptede always cqmplaming about “‘loose” ser:
o anempred to gain thqr freedom by laying ““all their
| e “;as was no coincidence that in the same year
o gton was pe}tlssed, another law said that any servant
|y guilty er master was subject to two additional
e y servant was to be “sold” to the church-
employ her in the tobacco fields. The fruitscof
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her labor would be shared by the parish. (Interestingly, men were not
punished for their role in the matter.) The preamble of the 1662 law’
demonstrated the impulse to “raise”’ White women while denigrating
Black women. White servant women were sentenced tO the chusch,
1o discourage the tendency of «dissolute masters” who had “gotten

their maids with child” in order tO claim economic benefits.12 That of

course was exactly what the law regarding Black women encouraged.
But in the late seventeenth century it was evident thata loophole
White women,

was undermining all of this meticulous legislation.
free White women, continued to cohabit and

and, most disturbingly,

produce mulatto children with Black men. Consequently, in 1691

another piece of legislation stipulated that any free Englishwoman
fine of fifteen

‘who had a “pastard child by a Negro” was to pay a

pounds. Default in payment meant that she would be sold to those

mean old churchwardens for five years.!? But what if they or even

White servant women chose to marfry their Black partners? Well, that
o. Another provision O

was taken car€ of to f the law showed that the
administrators had come to realize that everyone had to be taken into
consideration. The provision said that if a ‘White, whether bond ot

free, intermarried with a Negro, mulatto, or Indian, bond or free, the
couple would be banished from the colony forever—2 grim punish-
ment in the seventeenth century. Even 50, the punishment could have
been worse. Banishment may have been chosen by the Virginia law-
makers after hearing of the problems of their sister colony Maryland,
which also tried to stOP interracial marriages. There they attempted
1o enslave, for the lifetime of ber busband, any
who married 2 Black slave. However, the courts were
to rescind the law. The attitude toward Blacks, the law
womanhood notwithstanding, sO many masters purc

pure White

White women for the explicit purpose of marrying them tO their Black

slaves, ‘thus making slaves out of them,” thatit had become a scandal.
who were slaves and

By 1705 Virginia had made it patently clear

who were not. In that year,
History & Present State of Virginia carried a note O
the status of both Blacks in general
«Slaves are the Negroes” he wrote and:

Sufficient distinction is also ma
Slaves: for a White woman is rarely or never put

if she be good for anything else, and to Discourage
from using Women SO Their Law imposes the

freeborn Englishwoman
finally forced
s of God, and
hased

the publication of Robert Beverley's
¢ finality regarding

and Black women in particulaf.

de between the female Servants &
in the Ground
all Plantes
heaviest Tax€
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upon Female- L
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So, by the early eighteenth ¢ :

racial struc i entury an incredible soci
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Thus prevailed the resplendent myth of the Big House with the wily
mammy, and house slaves—some of whom may have been the mas-
ter’s own progeny. Thus the tranquil picture of the field couples in
their cabin surrounded by grinning pickaninnies; of “aunties” and
“uncles” with eyes lidded by years of obedience. And what better
authority figure than the paternalistic slave master, aristocratic in beat-
ing, bragging that his slaves were better treated than the working
classes of Europe? And of course there was the mistress, patronizingly
tolerant, and as loyal to Mammy as Mammy was to her.

However operative all this was in practice, the ideal of a Victo-
ian domestic institution had a tremendous effect on slaves and on
women. Although the slaves may have been physically better off than
before, the psychological effects of the new slavery were potentially
devastating. Along with the “benefit”’ of obedience came the no-
holds-barred response to disobedience. The double-sided coin
«caused abolitionists to assert that slavery was becoming harsher with
each passing year, and enabled southern apologists to state, with equal
confidence, that slavery was becoming milder,” notes Willie Lee

Rose. She continues:

In fact both sides were right, and both sides were wrong. As
physical conditions improved, the slave’s essential humanity was
being recognized. But new laws restricting chattels’ movement
and eliminating their education indicate blacks were categorized
as a special and different kind of humanity, as lesser humans in
a dependency assumed to be perpetual. In earlier, harsher times,
they had been seen as luckless, unfortunate barbarians. Now they
were to be treated as children never expected to grow up.1?

The emphasis on family was another dimension of the new slav-
ery. Unlike the slavocracies of South America and the Caribbean,
Southerrﬁ?sﬁﬁm family units among their slaves. In
other countries there were disproportionate numpers of male slaves,
illustrating the tendency of those countries primarily to import males
to work the plantations. In contrast, by 1840 the ratio of Black men
to women in the United States was almost equal. This factor had a
number of consequences: Family relationships among American

slaves both discouraged rebellion and runaways, and encouraged a

self-sustaining reproduction of the labor force.

=Victonian family ideal also carried a specific consequence for

women. White southern women found themselves enmeshed in an
interracial web in which{wives, children, and slaves were all expected
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to obey the patriarchal head of the household] as historian Anne Firor
Scott observed. The compliance of White women became inextricabl
linked to that of the slaves. For, it was believed, “any tendency of ong
member of the system to assert themselves against the master threat-
ened thfa whole.””20 As it was often asserted by slavery apologists, an
change in the role of women or Blacks would contribute to the d(,)WIK
fall not only of slavery, but of the family and society as well. Little
‘v‘vonder that the English-born feminist Margaret Fuller hel.d that

There exists in the mind of men a tone of feeling toward women as
t(?ward slaves.”21 Little wonder that the earliest White American femi-
nists, Angelina and Sarah Grimké, had been reared in a wealth
slaveholding family. And little wonder, too, that southern women aZ
a group, were the most reluctant to assert a feminist sensibility. ’

The Y1ctorian “extended” family also put the “‘moral”’ categories
of women into sharp relief. The White wife was hoisted on a pedestal so
high that she was beyond the sensual reach of her own husband. Black
women were consigned to the other end of the scale, as mistresses
whf)res, or breeders. Thus, in the nineteenth centuryfﬁlaek women’s’
resistance to slavery took on an added dimensio% With the diminution
of overt rebellion, their resistance became more covert or internalized
The focus of the struggle was no longer against the notion that the :
were less human, as in Elizabeth Freeman’s time, but that they werz
dlffgrent kinds of humans. For women this meant spurning their mor-
illy inferior roles of mistress, whore, and breeder—though under the

new’’ slavery they were “‘rewarded” for acquiescing in them. It was
the factor of reward that made this resistance a fundaméntally féminist
one, fo’r at its base was a rejection of the notion that they were the
master’s property. So Black women had a double challenge under the
new slavery: E’ilhey had to resist the property relation (which was
dlfferent inform, if notin nature, to that of White women) and they had
toinculcate the same values into succeeding generations:}i !

The narrative of Linda Brent, a South Carolina slave, revealed
her str’uggle against the exchange of sexual favors for materi;ll reward
Brent’s master, Dr. Flint, didn’t try to “‘rape” Brent by physicaH.
overpowering her; he endeavored to make the young slave submit tg
h1§ will. From the age of fifteen, Flint tried “‘to people my young mind
with unclean images,” Brent wrote.22 He began telling the young girl
thgt she was his property and “must be subject to his will in all
things.”’23 According to Brent, her master seemed to become ob-
sessed.with her “‘voluntary” submission. He “met me at every turn,”
she said, “‘swearing . . . he could compel me to submit to hirn.”’24
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n on the edge of the plantation if she

would accede to his demands. Brent resisted, however, and escaped

to the North. Even then, Flint continued to pufsu€ her until a friend
1d feel safe for the first

Finally he offered her a cabi

purchased her freedom. Although Brent cou
time in her adult life, she couldn’t help viewing her ‘“purchase” with
mind had become enlightened,” she

“The more my

e difficult it was for me 10 consider myself an article

mixed emotions.
ose who had so grievously op-

wrote, ‘‘the mor
and to pay money tO th

of property;
pressed me seemed like taking from my suffering the glory of tri-
umph.”'?>

e developed such a conscious-

For a slave like Linda Brent tO hav
s necessary for some authority figure t0 have given her 2
sense of self that contradicted the dictates of thenew slavery. Inher case
it was a grandmother, for as Brent Wrote, her hatred of her master

stemmed from his attempt to destroy the values her grandmother had
“inculcated’ in her. Slave narratives are replete with examples of
mothers attempting to impart such values to their children, oftenat the
price of great emotional z}nguish. The writer of Sojournes Truth’s
narrative wrote, for example, that when Truth became a mother, ‘“she
would sometimes whip her child when it cried for more bread rather
than give it a piece secretly, lestit should learn to take what was not its

own.” 26 As Truth explained in the narrative, her action was a means of

keeping herself and her child from being compromised by the slave

system. ““The Lord knows how many times [ letmy children go hungry,

rather than take secretly the bread Tliked nottoask for,” shesaid.?’

The efforts of slave mothers to instill values in theif children had

an effect that was not always positive. The need to be exceedingly
ncerned often

harsh or enterprising where their children wete €O
nce between mother and child. A slave by the

created emotional dista
1led how stern her mother was, “rarely talking

name of Aunt Sally reca
with her children, but training them tO the best of her ability in all
industry and honesty. Every moment she could gain from labor,”

narrator wrote, was spent in spinning an

keep them decently clothed.”28
The tension was greater, not
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into the world, the mofre
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.))35

ion and good will
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pargain and bore Rufus two children.36
Some slave women, perhaps 2 significant nu
offspring for the system at all. They used contracep
in an attempt to resist the system, and to gain control over their
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phor as 2 contraceptiv

Medical Society, tal
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When contraception failed, slave women took more €xtreme
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1849. “Whole families of women . - fail to have any children.’38
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10 induce abortions.
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exploitable source of wortkerts. Therefore it was 1O coincidence,

Lerner observed, that ““the slogan ‘a woman's place is in the home’
ook on a certain aggressiveness and shrillness precisely at the time
when increasing numbers of pooref women left their homes to be-
come factory workers.”’41 Tt was also no coincidence, she could have
added, that it occurre bolition of slavery brought

d at a time when thea
Black women into the wage-labor force. They, however, were €x-
h for white women ha

cluded from the factories, whic d afforded, in the
ter Hatriet Martineau, ‘‘a most

words of the nineteenth-century wrl
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give themselves 1O domestic service.”42 The E{;xclusion of Black
women from the industrial labor force created a legacy that continued
for more than 2 century..
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a study of northern Blacks revealed. “They were banished
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but there are other ways in which her influence would be benefi-
cial.”’46 But the speaker, Maria Stewart, who had been born free in
Connecticut twenty-nine years earlier, would hear none of that. Not
only did she speak, thus becoming the first American-born woman to
give public speeches and leave extant texts of her addresses,*? but in
speaking about civil and women’s rights, she used a chastening
tongue. Although her public career was short-lived, lasting barely a
year, Stewart articulated the precepts upon which the future activism
of Black women would be based. Her ideas reflected both the funda-
mentals of the Victorian ethic and criticism of its inherent biases. Out
of that mix emerged a distinct ethos which underlined Black women’s
activism for generations to come. And as is evident in Stewart’s words,
it was an ethos that had its contradictions.

Naturally, Stewart railed against the racism toward Blacks that
fueled discrimination in the North and provided a rationale for slav-
ery in the South. Although Stewart had a rudimentary education, her
rhetoric often demonstrated knowledge of ancient history. Though
“we are looked upon as things,”” she said, “‘we sprang from a scientific
people.”48 Stewart also spoke of the relegation of Blacks to menial
jobs. Continual hard labor%zjeadens the energies of the soul, and
benumbs the faculties of the mindj she said. Orphaned at the age of
five and “bound out”’ to work théreafter, Stewart told her audiences
that she had learned the consequences of constant drudgery by bitter
experience.

Nevertheless, Stewart castigated free Blacks for not doing
enough for their own uplift. She believed they were politically lethar-
gic and ultimately responsible for the continuance of slavery. “Were
the American free people of color to turn their attention more assidu-
ously to moral worth and intellectual improvement, this would be the
result,” she said: “Prejudice would gradually diminish, and the whites
would be compelled to say, unloose those fetters!”’49

In keeping with the Victorian ethic, Stewart believed that Black
women had an important part to play in the race’s moral and intellec-
tual development. She counseled that Black women excel in “good
house-wifery, knowing that prudence and economy are the road to
wealth.”50 The role of mothers was essential. “O ye mothers,” Stew-
art implored, “‘what a responsibility rests on you! It is you that must
create in the minds of your little girls and boys a thirst for knowledge,
the love of virtue, the abhorrence of vice, and the cultivation of the
pure heart.”>1 Like most women of the period, Stewart also seemed

Casting of the Die~— 51

to sgb.scribe to the doctrine of submissiveness. ‘‘My beloved brethren
.. . itis upon you that woman depends; she can do little besides using
her influence,” she concluded.52

But in Stewart’s view, that influence was undermined by uncul-
tivated women who, in her words, ““did not blush at vulgarity.” As a
woman of her times, Maria Stewart believed in the “cult’ notion that
only “true women” could exercise the proper moral influence on the
family. “Did the daughters of our land [ Africa] possess a delicacy of
manners, combined with gentleness and dignity; did their pure minds
hold vice in abhorrence and contempt, did they frown when their ears
were polluted with its vile accents, would not their influence become
powerful? Would not our brethren fall in love with their virtues?”’ she
asked.>? However, Stewart and other Black woman activists chal-
lenged the cult idea in a very fundamental way. Though they may
have agreed with many of its precepts, they fought against the idea

that morality and worth were inherent to a particular class or race. On

the contrary, it was external circumstance rather than natural law that
determined character, morality, and, in the case of women, “true
womanhood.”” Stewart revealed this perspective in remarks directed
toward White women who believed differently:

O vye fairer sisters whose hands are never soiled, whose nerves
and muscles are never strained, go learn by experience! Had we
the opportunity that you have had, to improve our moral and
mental faculties, what would have hindered our intellects from
being as bright, and our manners from being as dignified as
yours? Had it been our lot to have been nursed in the lap of
affluence and ease, and have basked beneath the smiles and sun-

shine of fortune, should we not have naturally supposed that we
were never made to toil?34

Although she felt Blacks could do more on their own behalf, she
understood that Whites, including White women, conspired to keep
Blacks from “rising above the condition of servants.” She had once
asked White women ‘““who transact business for themselves” to hire
Black girls to work for them, she told her audience, but the women
had refused for fear of “losing the public patronage.”’ss |
' Most significantly, Stewart opposed the idea that women, includ-
ing Black women, were responsible for their own degradation—an
attitude which was perhaps the most destructive (and controlling) of
any of the cult ideas. Although Stewart criticized the dearth of Black




52 ~ WHEN AND WHERE 1 ENTER

at vulgarity,” the primary responsibility lay
d the daughters of Africa to commit whore-

. upon thee be their curse.”’®
id later become known as mod-

women ‘‘who will blush
on America, “who cause

doms and fornications; . -
Stewart’s assumptions—-—what wou
ernist thinking—gave Black women 2 freer rein to €Xpress and act

upon ideas that liberated them from the oppression of both sex and
race. The moral urgency of their being Black and female——-heightened
especially in times when Black men were politically lethargic (It is
of no use for us t0 wait any longer for a generation of well educated
men to arise,” Stewart said scornfully)”———suffused Black women with
‘a tenacious feminism, which was articulated before that of Whites like
Sarah Grimké, who is credited with providing the first rationalé for
American women’s political activism.
For Black women 00 such rationale was necessary- In their world
view, many of the obstacles that White women faced simply didn’t
apply to their circumstances ot beliefs. For example, Black women saw

no contradiction between domesticity and political action. So Stewart
could talk about dependence on men and excelling in good house-
d at the same time make an unmistakably feminist appeal to

wifery, an
Black women.
Do you ask what we cail do? Unite and build a store of your own.
money? We have spent more than

_..Doyouask where is the

enough for nonsense. . - - We have never had an opportunity of

displaying our talents; therefore the world thinks we know noth-
ing. . . . Possess the spirit of men, bold and enterprising, fearless
and undaunted. Sue for your rights and privileges. Know the
reason that you cannot attain them. Weary them [men] with your

importunities.58
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whose words
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eminence have mostly risen from obscurity; nor will I, although a
female of darker hue, and far more obscure than they, bend my head
or hang my harp upon willows.”’65 With that, Maria Stewart left
Boston and ended her public career.

The cult of true womanhood left a bitter legacy. For White
women, it was used as a means to circumscribe, and make dependent,
the very women who had the education and resources to wage an
effective battle for their rights. The cult reduced them to an image of
frailty and mindless femininity, which in itself became a rationale for
their inability to withstand the rigor of the franchise or anything else
outside the domestic circle. If the cult caused Black women to prove
they were ladies, it forced White ladies to prove that they were
women.

If the two had been able to work together to challenge their
respective images, there is no telling what could have happened. A
glimpse of the potential alliance was seen in 1851 at a women’s rights
meeting in Akron, Ohio. From the very beginning of the conference,
the White women were overwhelmed by the jeers and hoots of men
who had come to distupt the meeting. Their most effective antagonist
was a clergyman who used both the gender of Jesus and the helpless-
ness of women to counter their feminist arguments. Present at the
meeting was the legendary abolitionist Sojourner Truth, who
squelched the heckler with an oft-quoted speech. In the first place, she
said, Jesus came from “God and a woman—man had nothing to do
with it.”’66 Secondly, Truth asserted that women were not inherently
weak and helpless. Raising herself to her full height of six feet, flexing
a muscled arm, and bellowing with a voice one observer likened to

the apocalyptic thunders, Truth informed the audience that she could
outwork, outeat, and outlast any man. Then she challenged: “Ain’t
I a woman?’’¢7

Fearful at first that if Truth spoke, their cause would be associated
with “abolitionists and niggers” the White feminists now responded
to her remarks with “‘streaming eyes and hearts beating with grati-
tude,” as one of them wrote.68 Gratitude did not extend, however,
to realizing that Black women had advanced ideas which would help
all women. The cult of true womanhood soured potential alliances not
only between middle-class White reformers and working-class
women, but also among Black women of all classes. This was evident
as early as the 1830’s, when the first interracial abolitionist societies
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were organized. A few Black women, whose backgfound of wealth
and education exceeded that of most of their White colleagues, were
found acceptable to become officers in some of the societies. B,ut the
question of Black mass participation in those societies remained more
often than not an issue of bitter contention.

It seems ironic that White women abolitionists would discrimi-
nate against Black women. For Whites, though, abolitionist activism
was primarily a means of releasing their suppressed political energies
—energies which they directed toward the goal not of Black libera-
tion, but of their own. White women’s discontent “with their position
was as much cause as effect of their involvement with the antislavery
n.l(.)vernent,” observed women’s historian Ellen Carol Du Bois. “‘Abo-
litionism provided them with a way to escape clerical authority, an
egalitarian ideology, and a theory of social change, all of which per-
mitted the leaders to transform the insights into . . . the beginning of
the women’s rights movement.”’69

As both the race and feminist issues intensified in the 1840’s and
1850’s, it was inevitable that Black and White women abolitionists
would come to a parting of the ways. The parting was due not only
to Whit.e racism, but also to the primacy of race or sex as issues in their
respective struggles. All Black women abolitionists (and most of the
leading Black male abolitionists) were feminists. But when it came to
a question of priorities, race, for most of them, came first. As the
words of Stewart revealed, for Black women it was the issue of race
that sparked their feminism.

| implied, Black women had already proven their inherent strengths—
; both physical and psychological. They had undergone a baptism of fire
a.nd emerged intact. Therefore, their convictions concerning the
rights of women were deeply rooted in experience as well as theory.

s

7 . There was something else too. As Sojourner Truth’s messag;“
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