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My poor mother, like many other slave-women had many children, but NO 
FAMILY!

—Frederick Douglass

Building upon the groundbreaking work of W. E. B. Du Bois, Carter Woodson, 
and Eric Williams, in recent scholarship American historians have located the 
marketplace in every genteel corner of the slave South: in every plantation 
building, court record, manicured lawn, and human body. In so doing, this 
generation of scholars has nearly overturned the last vestiges of both the Jim 
Crow–era’s paternalist vision of slave ownership as creating a benevolent 
“training ground” for enslaved men, women, and children, and of the assertion 
of more critical scholars that Southern slavery was a “feudal,” precapitalist 
institution. It seems only natural, then, that scholars might now return with 
new eyes to the classic debates over enslaved families and culture. Placing the 
domestic slave trade at the center of their analyses of kinship, servitude, and 
reproductive labor, Heather Andrea Williams and Gregory D. Smithers do just 
this, journeying to some of the most disturbing moments in American history. 
They respectively document two practices that violently shaped enslaved 
family formation: the separation of enslaved families by sale and the forced 
reproduction of enslaved labor through systemic sexual violence. Heather 
Williams’ Help Me to Find My People documents the “thoughts and feelings” 
of enslaved people and former slaves in the midst of the forced separation of 
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African American families that characterized Southern slavery in the United 
States. Gregory Smithers’ Slave Breeding considers the history and memory of 
constant interventions by white Southerners’ into the sexual and reproductive 
lives of enslaved women and men, including the use of forced and coerced 
“breeding” practices. 

While Williams and Smithers do not enter this violent terrain principally 
to highlight the extremities of the capitalist system of chattel slavery, they ac-
complish this in the course of their work. If the fundamental paradox of chattel 
slavery lay in the fact that slaves were both people and property, Williams and 
Smithers are ultimately concerned with the former: what it meant for men 
and women, mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers, children and kin, to 
experience and endure lifelong commodification. What stories did enslaved 
people tell themselves and each other in the midst of the repetitive trauma 
of separation and sexual violence? What sense did they make of their lives 
in a world in which the “twin miracles” of birth and death were controlled, 
indeed owned, by others? What kinds of catharsis have family history, folk-
lore, and storytelling—largely below and beyond the radar of professional 
scholarship—offered to enslaved men and women and their descendants? 
These are the kinds of complex questions about human survival that Williams 
and Smithers so bravely tackle. If the lauded historical recovery of “slaves’ 
agency” was accompanied by the “eclipse of institutions,” as Thomas Bender 
has worried, then Williams and Smithers may offer a viable third way.1 Per-
haps, these works imply, the lasting legacy of the new social history lies not 
in “slaves’ agency” or resistance but in the growing recognition that enslaved 
(and freed) people’s small stories and collective insights about their experi-
ences can matter in big ways. Indeed, their voices can illuminate the political 
and economic structures that constrained their own lives, and, in turn, how 
they interpreted the meaning of freedom. 

With their careful attention to enslaved and freedpeople’s voices and family 
stories, Williams’ and Smithers’ research builds most obviously upon a set of 
works from the last four decades on enslaved families, including John Blass-
ingame’s Slave Community (1972), Herbert Gutman’s Black Family in Slavery and 
Freedom (1976), Brenda Stevenson’s Life in Black and White (1996), and Stephanie 
Camp’s Closer to Freedom (2003). For many enslaved people, they reveal, the 
emblem of slavery was the denial and destruction of family bonds, and the 
vision of an emancipated future rested upon the security of family and kinship. 
Yet Williams and Smithers largely transcend the agency-versus-power discourse 
that dominated much of the post–civil rights historiographical moment.2 By 
focusing on enslaved people’s experiences and perceptions of the slave mar-
ket—their emotions and narratives about the moment of sale and separation, 
daily sexual violence, and forced and coerced “breeding”—Williams’ and 
Smithers’ works manage to sidestep this threadbare binary and contribute 
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to a more complex historiography of chattel slavery and the domestic slave 
trade. Both approaches offer new insights concerning the political economy 
of slavery, as well as its archive. 

Documenting the “interior lives” of African Americans in the midst of 
family separation, Williams’ Help Me to Find My People is organized into three 
parts—separation, the search, and reunification. In each section, Williams of-
fers readers a collection of stories drawn from slave narratives, newspaper 
ads, journals, letters, the Freedman’s Bureau, and government documents. 
She leans most heavily on the narratives of former slaves, which offer the 
“most sustained accounts of separation and repercussions,” using them to 
explore both the expression of grief and “the mechanisms that were used to 
cope with or adjust to loss” over time (p. 4). Admittedly, Williams is writing 
about people who were able to survive the traumas of their experiences to 
convey these stories; she is unable to account for those who succumbed to 
mental illness, suicide, and death. While Williams acknowledges that not all 
enslaved people experienced separation, her study illustrates that sale was 
always a possibility, making the ever-present threat of separation a crucial 
element of North American slavery. 

Williams has located heartbreaking accounts—of a young child separated 
from her mother for life to pay an owner’s gambling debt; of the moment in 
which a young boy learns, for the first time, that one day soon he is to be sold 
away to unknown people in an unknown place; of the thousands of women 
and men who were beaten for crying, for chasing after the slave-trader’s 
wagon, for mourning the loss of their children and loved ones. She reveals 
that roughly one-third of all enslaved children in the upper South experienced 
family separation. These stories are nearly impossible to read without con-
sternation, and the experiences they capture were the literal roots of what Du 
Bois called “Sorrow Songs.”3 And yet, Williams reveals, the enslaved made 
meaning out of this sorrow, violence, and torture. 

Williams acknowledges that “the fragments of their lives” preserved in 
the historical record are simply inadequate for “meaningful psychoanalysis” 
(p. 3). Nevertheless, she makes use of contemporary psychological concepts 
in powerful ways. She uses the concept of “ambiguous loss” to capture the 
countless moments in which enslaved individuals had no knowledge of their 
loved ones’ whereabouts or condition, life or possible death, and the “com-
peting emotions of hope and despair” that followed. Many enslaved people 
“likened separation to death” while simultaneously searching and hoping for 
reunion (p. 120). Among the dozens of powerful examples Williams offers is 
the story of Kate Drumgoold, a child whose mother was sold without warn-
ing. Using sparing words to reflect what was ultimately, for Drumgoold, an 
unspeakable loss, Williams writes, “In a sky as vast as her grief, the child fixed 
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her mind on a clear place to help her to grapple with the dislocation brought 
on by her mother’s abrupt disappearance.” Williams demonstrates that the 
enslaved constructed new worlds out of this pain. Drumgoold “had not at-
tended a funeral for her mother, had not said goodbye, and had no gravesite 
to visit” and thus designed “her own mourning ritual” (p. 24). Others modi-
fied the meanings of material culture—“some blue glass beads” or a sack full 
of mementos became a “code” between family members separated by time 
and space (pp. 124–25). 

According to Williams, the act of mourning had everything to do with race 
and place. Her sources reveal “clear evidence of deep pain,” but also that slaves 
“muted, silenced, or buried” the expression of their pain in the presence of 
white slaveowners. Instead, they “wept and grieved and hoped in their cabins, 
in their quarters, and in their hearts” where they “could never be completely 
controlled by their owners” (p. 4). Williams’ contributions to the historical study 
of emotions are many, but on this notion of “local constraints,” the work could 
push further.4 It is tempting, in the spirit of “hidden transcripts,” to presume 
emotions expressed in the quarters were more “real,” yet this suggests a sin-
gular and united black family, culture, and community.5 Was the expression of 
pain “muted, silenced, or buried” only in the presence of white slaveowners? 
Or might enslaved mothers and fathers have hidden their pain from their 
children? Can we not imagine a father and mother disagreeing over the sale 
of a child sent away from a sexually abusive owner? Or, on a small family 
farm with one or two slaves (a significant portion of slaveowners fell in this 
category), an enslaved woman seeking momentary solace, however unlikely 
and discordant, in the only other mother she sees—her female slaveowner 
(who was nevertheless responsible for the sale of the child)?6 Williams’ analysis 
would benefit from greater attention to intracommunal (and familial) politics 
and the unevenness of all relationships—perhaps in the model of Dylan Pen-
ningroth’s Claims of Kinfolk (2003). This would include the discord, hierarchy, 
economy, and violence within the slave quarters, and the power dynamics that 
inevitably worked both within and without the categories of slave and free. 

Of course, the search for lost loved ones spanned slavery and freedom. 
In the aftermath of the Civil War, freedpeople like William Robinson “wrote 
letters to churches, and . . . got on the road, traveling to towns where he had 
promising reports that his mother might be.” In fact, for many, the meaning 
of freedom lay in the freedom to “move about” and, ultimately, the possibility 
of reuniting with family (p. 143). Towards the end of the nineteenth century, 
Williams persuasively argues, something changed. While African Americans 
were still placing ads in newspapers, “many of them now included a phrase 
that had appeared only sporadically before: ‘my people.’” Williams suggests 
the meaning of this term: “My people who help to give me a sense of history 
and identity, a sense of having come from somewhere and someone” (p. 193). 
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On the longer-term legacies of the repetitive trauma of family separation 
during slavery, Williams’ narrative is at its most moving, innovative, and in-
sightful. She notes that memories of separation and the search for loved ones 
live on today among the descendants of slaves, in the form of family history, 
genealogy, and literature. “Haunted by the need to know,” descendants search 
for “those who were lost through sale or through the negligence of history.” 
This African-American search, Williams argues, necessarily extends beyond the 
history of individuals or individual families; “it is also meant to help construct 
the history of a people” (p. 192). Just as enslaved children were stunned when 
they found out they could be sold, Williams writes, “some people are still 
stunned by the blow,” first by the deprivation of family members, and second 
of a family history: “People cannot fathom it, and they want to reestablish and 
reclaim that history” (p. 198). Dorothy Redford, descendant and genealogist of 
the North Carolina Somerset Plantation, recalled, “I began as a woman alone, 
drifting in both time and space,” and by the end, had “a past peopled with 
links as strong and solid as any family in this nation.” As Williams narrates, 
“All the slaves on the plantation became her people,” as she pieced together 
the lives of their ancestors a century later and organized a reunion on the 
grounds (p. 198). Of course, the search for lost family is not limited to African 
American history; there is no norm with “whole” families and memories (to 
say nothing of the many hidden nonwhite branches of America’s “strong and 
solid” family trees).7 Nevertheless, in Williams’ compelling narrative, we may 
begin to understand African American history as a series of heartbreaking 
separations and deferred reunions.

Gregory Smithers’ Slave Breeding explores the history and memory of coerced 
reproduction from the mid-nineteenth century through the present. Smithers 
positions his book as an intellectual departure: eager to repair the union and 
resolve the legacy of Jim Crow, most professional historians before the civil 
rights era denied that the practice of slave breeding had ever been part of the 
institution of slavery in the United States. But, this silence is likewise present 
in much of post–civil rights scholarship, with notable exceptions including 
works by Richard Sutch (1975) and Brenda Stevenson (1996).8 Indeed, in the 
wake of Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s The Negro Family (1965), even Herbert 
Gutman absented references to slave breeding in his 1977 classic Black Family 
in Slavery and Freedom and, instead, emphasized the histories of agency and 
resistance that would come to define slavery studies.9 Thus, Smithers’ project 
is principally concerned with complicating what he calls this “hegemonic 
hold” over the “retelling of American history” and of slavery’s place therein, 
illuminating the violent sexual encounters that in fact constituted slavery. 

Smithers explores the history and memory of slave breeding through the 
perspectives of a wide range of nineteenth- and twentieth-century actors to 
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argue that African American memories of slave-breeding practices reveal a 
“vernacular history” of slavery, or “understandings of the past that are often 
invisible to ‘mainstream’ Americans and professional historians.” Smithers asks 
readers to rethink “what history is” and what constitutes “truth,” channeling 
the transformative interventions of works such as Michel Rolph-Trouillot’s 
Silencing the Past (1997) and Vincent Brown’s Reaper’s Garden (2008) (pp. 6, 
19). That said, the history of slave breeding that Smithers offers is primar-
ily discursive; he describes the practice as “more than the reproduction of 
human beings” or an economic tool, but as a “narrative trope” that has al-
lowed African Americans and white abolitionists to counter the dominant 
narrative of slavery both before and after Emancipation. In the antebellum 
period, abolitionists deliberately used the image of slave breeding alongside 
sexual violence and family separation to “emphasize the slave’s suffering” 
and to provide a visceral rationale for the immediate abolition of slavery 
(pp. 26–27). In the post-Emancipation period, while professional historians 
busily produced “sanitized histories of slavery,” a growing number of Af-
rican Americans began to “tell the truth” about the history of reproductive 
manipulation in the slave South (pp. 52, 102). Smithers mines the 1930s WPA 
interviews of ex-slaves, for instance, not for the biases of white interviewers 
or details of enslaved life, but for “the intellectual agency of former slaves in 
early twentieth-century America”—that is, their “defiant insistence” that the 
narratives they presented were, in the words of one former slave, “facts.” That 
former slaves “actively narrate[d] violent sexual abuses at a particularly violent 
time in America’s history” speaks against freedpeople’s passive acceptance of 
the “Lost Cause” mythology of the contented slave and towards their active 
and activist intellectual agenda (pp. 102–3, 126). Here Smithers contributes to 
the vibrant literature of African American intellectual history such as Stephen 
Hall’s recent Faithful Account of the Race: African American Historical Writing in 
Nineteenth-Century America (2009). 

As Smithers reveals, this intellectual history includes African American 
articulations of the ultimate hypocrisy of post–Emancipation era discourses 
concerning interracial sex. As Robert Purvis decried during Reconstruction, 
“we are told that our white fellow citizens cannot submit to an intermixture of 
the races!” Yet, as African Americans knew well, “sexual and racial hypocrisy 
were the lifeblood of the slave South” (p. 41).10 In his treatment of playwright 
Georgia Douglas Johnson’s 1926 Blue Blood and Randolph Edmond’s 1930 
Breeders, Smithers illustrates how experiences and memories of sexual violence 
“shaped the sexual attitudes of former slaves,” including the importance of 
“sexual propriety” and marriage (p. 120). Finally, in his treatment of late 
twentieth-century film and news media, Smithers narrates “the introduction 
of coercive sex acts” and sexual violence into popular culture narratives about 
slavery. He argues that works from Kyle Onstott’s 1957 Mandingo to, more 
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recently, Kara Walker’s murals—to say nothing of Quentin Tarantino’s 2012 
Django Unchained—have collectively “shattered . . . narrative complacency” 
and highlighted “what black Americans already knew: the slave South was a 
site of physical and emotional brutality. It was also a racist society, immoral 
to its core” (p. 155). 

As with Williams’ work, Smithers’ attachment to “the intellectual agency 
of former slaves,” leaves little space for diversity or intracommunal conflict 
within African American communities (p. 102). In the Jim Crow era, Smithers 
writes, “black Americans were determined to expose the horrors of slavery” 
and “actively contest” the “Lost Cause” celebrations of antebellum slavery (p. 
53). But which “black Americans”? Much of the post-Emancipation period was 
accompanied by efforts to “uplift the race,” including the silencing of narratives 
of rape, incest, and other matters of sexual “shame.” While Smithers notes 
middle-class black women’s participation in this “cult of respectability,” he 
maintains that “Black men . . . remained as critical of slave breeding as they 
became of the sexual exploitation and rape of black domestics after the Civil 
War” (pp. 16, 59). Here Smithers draws what is perhaps a too-easy gender 
divide, failing to acknowledge the depth of African American men’s stakes in 
the papering over of the past, while obscuring their dominant roles in shaping 
its meaning and memory. Smithers acknowledges that Jim Crow segregation 
was based upon “strict policing of the sexual color line,” and was “at its core 
about sex”; but a more complex analysis of African American responses to 
this new “order” might emerge from deeper engagement with the scholar-
ship of Michele Mitchell, Kevin Gaines, and the literature of racial uplift and 
respectability (p. 141). 

Moreover, in his focus on discourse, Smithers misses an opportunity to 
confront more directly the scholarly denial of the practice. This is not easy 
work: historian Martha Hodes has noted that the “documentation of sex is 
almost always a casualty in the pruning of family papers”—even if, as historian 
John Blassingame once noted, “owner indifference to the reproduction of the 
labor force” would have constituted “an act of economic insanity.”11 In fact, 
Smithers’ stunning, diverse sources make frequent reference to “negro farms,” 
to “breeding rooms,” and to incentive systems for “breeders.” He references 
a causal relationship between the closing of the international slave trade and 
the emergence of reproductive manipulation; and, of course, he delves deeply 
into the passed-down memories of these practices among the descendants of 
slaves—though there is more to be said of its muted memory among white 
Southerners. But he consistently stops short of weighing in on the institutional 
history and social landscape of the practice in U.S. history, or, more modestly, 
on nuanced debate among social historians about the propriety of the term 
“breeding” to describe planters’ efforts.12 
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In a book that is responding to the professional “denial” of slave breeding, 
and titled as such, Smithers nonetheless neglects to make the basic argument 
that, in some measure, it happened. In his focus on discursive patterns and 
memory, Smithers says relatively little about the social history of sexual and 
reproductive manipulation across the temporal and spatial history of racial 
slavery, or of its impact on the nation and the Atlantic World. Smithers might 
have argued that the relationship between race and sex shaped the development 
of America’s particular brand of racial slavery; such a history might start with 
the seventeenth-century legal invention of matrilineal slave descent, continue 
through the enslaved population’s biological “increase” and the violent guise 
of intimate paternalism in the “plantation household,” and conclude with the 
domestic slave trade and the emergence of slave breeding and speculation in 
the deep South’s “Negro fever” of the 1850s.13 

In the post–civil rights clamor over black families’ alleged “culture of pathol-
ogy” and at the height of the Black Power movement, most scholars of New 
Social History resisted the subject of slave breeding for reasons both under-
standable and tragic. In the last decade, a vibrant literature on reproductive 
labor has emerged, and with it some attention to the subject of reproductive 
manipulation—appearing most powerfully in Daina Ramey Berry’s ‘Swing the 
Sickle for the Harvest is Ripe’: Gender and Slavery in Antebellum Georgia (2007), as 
well as in the work of Jennifer Morgan, Marie Jenkins Schwarz, and Kather-
ine Paugh, among others—but no sustained scholarly study of the subject in 
the U.S. has been written.14 This has remained a notable absence within the 
literature of American slavery, a fact that the publication of Smithers’ Slave 
Breeding unfortunately does not change. 

While this is not, in the end, a comprehensive history of slave breeding, 
Smithers’ fascinating sources nonetheless provide the outlines of such a history 
and illustrate the role of reproductive control in the transition from slavery 
to freedom. If slavery was defined, at least in part, by a lack of control over 
one’s family life, both Williams and Smithers would agree, so was the idea 
of freedom entwined with the pursuit and control of family and kinship.15 

As Smithers shows, in the antebellum period, abolitionists believed that, 
with Emancipation, “the immorality of slave-breeding, and the cruelty of the 
separation of parent and child, will be extirpated together’” (p. 35). Indeed, 
for many African Americans, the realization of freedom rested gravely on the 
sanctity of one’s family life. 

Like Williams, Smithers is ultimately interested in his readers’ grappling 
with “the emotional dimensions of the past,” including history’s abuses and 
triumphs (p. 172). As a result, his narrative of the antebellum period is neither 
hegemonic nor agency-driven. While the bodies of enslaved men, women, 
and children were indeed commodified, let us sit with the powerful truth, 
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Smithers urges, that they themselves identified this commodification “as 
the single greatest threat to their efforts to nurture any type of stable family 
unit” (p. 111). At their best, Williams and Smithers offer a complex history 
of chattel slavery, while locating an intellectual history of this system among 
slaves and former slaves. Moreover, Williams and Smithers refuse to fix the 
markers of slavery narrowly, in enslaved people’s bodies and minds, instead 
pointing to critical counterparts throughout the “plantation family,” society, 
and marketplace, revealing the lasting legacies of repetitive trauma, violence, 
anxiety, and fear, within and beyond the nation.

Kendra Field is assistant professor of history at University of California, 
Riverside. Her current book project is Growing Up with the Country: A Family 
History of Race and American Expansion.
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