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Compelling Question: How were the experiences of enslaved women similar to, yet 
sometimes different than those of men? 
Examine the following sets of documents, considering the similarities and differences between 
enslaved men and women. 
 
Trigger Warning: This inquiry will address rape and sexual assault.  

Although rape can be a difficult topic to cover, sadly, much of women’s history does 
involve sexual violence (SV). When addressing SV it is important for teachers to be mindful of 
any students that may find this topic triggering, ensuring the wellbeing and comfort of the 
student takes priority. This may result in a different lesson plan.  

It is also important for students to feel safe and comfortable in the classroom to critically 
think about these sources. Try to acknowledge any discomfort with this topic and push students 
to approach these sources analytically and thoughtfully. Tackling such challenging topics can be 
intimidating, but also incredibly rewarding.  
 
Document A: Negro womens children to serve according to the condition of the 
mother [Text Modernized] 
This act was passed by the General Assembly of Virginia in 1662. This was a reversal of the usual 
common laws that governed the colonies and England, that the status of the child was determined 
by the father. The act allowed owners to actively expand their labor force through procreation. 
White women were also denied autonomy in some ways, levied with heavy fines or indentured 
servitude if they gave birth to a bastard child who was of color. In 1691, Virginia banned 
interracial marriage, which remained a crime until the Supreme Court decision of Loving v. 
Virginia in 1967. 
 

WHEREAS some doubts have arisen whether children got by any Englishman 
upon a negro woman should be slave or free, Be it therefore enacted and declared by 
this present grand assembly, that all children borne in this country shall be held bond or 
free only according to the condition of the mother, And that if any Christian shall 
commit fornication with a negro man or woman, he or she so offending shall pay double 
the fines imposed by the former act. 
 
Hening, William Waller ed., The Statutes at Large; Being a Collection of All the Laws of Virginia 

from the First Session of the Legislature, in the Year 1619 (New York: R. & W. & G. 
Bartow, 1823), 2:170. 

 
Guiding Questions 
 

1. Why do you suppose enslaved Black women were punished differently than 
white men for the same “crime”? 

 
 

2. How do white men benefit from producing children with the enslaved women 
they own? 
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Document B: The State of Missouri vs Celia (An Enslaved Woman) 
Examination by the Prosecution in the case of Celia, an enslaved woman who killed her master.  

I went to the jail to convene with Celia (defendant) at the request of several 
citizens. The object of my conversation was to ascertain whether she had any 
accomplices in the crime. This was 8 or 10 days after she had been put into the jail. I 
asked her whether she thought she should be hung for what she had done. She said she 
thought she would be hung. I then told her to tell the whole [tale.] She said the old man 
(Newsom, the deceased) had been having sexual intercourse with her. That he had told 
her he was coming down to her cabin that night. She told him not to come, and that if he 
came she would hurt him. He came that night. There was very little fire in the cabin. She 
said his face was toward her. He did not raise his hand when she went to strike the first 
blow but sunk down on a stool or towards the floor… The stick with which she struck 
was about as large as the whole fort of a [illegible] chair, but not so long. She thought 
she did not kill him with the first blow… She said she struck the second blow because he 
groaned. She was afraid he was not dead… I asked her whether she had told anyone 
that she intended to kill the old man. She said that she never had…  
 
Cross Examination by the Defense  
 She said the old man had had sexual intercourse with her. Her second child was 
his. The deceased bought her in [illegible] County. Can’t say positively whether Celia 
said that the deceased had forced her, [all] the way home from [illegible] County. Have 
heard that he did, but don’t know with certainty, whether she told me so. Said she was 
about nineteen years old at the time we were covering. The stick with which she struck 
was about as large as the top part of the back of a [illegible] chair, but not so long. She 
turned around in her chair to show me the size of the stick. Not so long as the part above 
the seat of the chair… 

 
Callaway County Circuit Court. “State of Missouri v. Celia, a Slave,” June 25, 1855. Missouri 

State Archives. https://mdh.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/mocases/id/0.  
 
 
Guiding Question 
 

1. Why did Celia kill her master? 
 
 
 
 

2. In what ways was Celia robbed of her humanity and autonomy (ability to 
make her own choices)? 

 
  



Matthew Cerjak 
Dr. Linda Upham-Bornstein 

Remedial Herstory 
Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 

 

	
	
	 4 

Document C: An Analysis of the Verdict  
At this point the defense’s arguments began to threaten the very foundation of 

the institution of slavery. Celia, the defense insisted, even though a slave, was entitled 
by law to use deadly force to protect her honor. Section 29 of the second article of the 
Missouri statutes of 1845, the legal code in effect at the time of the trial, made it a crime 
“to take any woman unlawfully against her will and by force…” The defense requested 
that the jury be instructed that “the words ‘any woman’…embrace slave women, as well 
as free white women…” 

Tried, convicted, and sentenced to death, Celia was returned to her cell to await 
her execution… On the following day, Celia was marched to the gallows. At 2:30 on a 
Friday afternoon, the trap was sprung and Celia fell to her death. 

  
McLaurin, Melton Alonza. Celia, A Slave. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1991. 

https://archive.org/details/celiaslave00mcla.  
 
Guiding Question 
 

1. Why did the attorney’s defense “threaten the very foundation of the 
institution of slavery”? 

 
 
 
 
Document D: An Excerpt from Rethinking Rufus 
The slave trade, or importation of enslaved people from Africa, ended in 1808, so slavers sought 
new strategies for increasing their labor force: slaves. They established “breeding” programs that 
forced enslaved people to make  

Rufus landed hard on the dirt floor. Rose’s kick had caught him off guard when 
she fought him. He had wanted to lie down. He was exhausted. The Texas sun had 
drained his energies. He now knew that Rose and he wouldn’t sleep together that night, 
but he knew they would eventually have to. It was how things worked under slavery. 
Some called him a bully, but he knew who held the real power. Days before, his master, 
Hall Hawkins, told him that it was time for him to make babies. Hawkins told him to 
pair up with Rose. He didn’t know her well but had seen her around, working. Not who 
he would have picked. He liked another young woman, but in this life you did as you 
were told or you paid the consequences. Rufus was no stranger to being told what to do 
with his body. Lift this. Carry that. Sleep here. Move now. Sleep with her and make 
babies. He hated Hawkins for telling him whom to have sex with, but he knew he had 
no choice. He’d been poked, prodded, whipped, leered at, and now mated.  

 
Thomas A. Foster. Rethinking Rufus: Sexual Violations of Enslaved Men. Gender and Slavery. 

Athens, Georgia: University of Georgia Press, 2019.  
 
Guiding Questions 
 

1. How was Rufus denied “bodily autonomy”? 
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2. Why would the master tell him which enslaved woman to mate with? 
 
 
 

3. What impact did mating with Rose have on Rufus? 
 
 
 
 
 
Document E: Harriet Jacobs, Incidents of a Slave Girl 
This autobiography was one of the first published throughout the north by a woman who escaped 
slavery. It served to show abolitionists some of the different ways enslaved women were treated.  
Jacobs appeals to white women in particular. For white women, sexual relations between their 
husbands and the enslaved women was complicated. On the one hand, this was adulty (cheating), 
on the other, there was no such thing as rape in marriage. White women were at the will of their 
spouse who had the right to rape her in some states until 1973. Relations between masters and the 
enslaved allowed white women some agency over their sex life, all the while benefitting her 
financially.  
 

DURING the first years of my service in Dr. Flint's family… My master began to 
whisper foul words in my ear. Young as I was, I could not remain ignorant of their 
import [meaning]. I tried to treat them with indifference or contempt. The master's age, 
my extreme youth, and the fear that his conduct would be reported to my grandmother, 
made him bear this treatment for many months… But he was my master. I was 
compelled to live under the same roof with him—where I saw a man forty years my 
senior daily violating the most sacred commandments of nature. He told me I was his 
property; that I must be subject to his will in all things. My soul revolted against the 
mean tyranny. But where could I turn for protection? No matter whether the slave girl 
be as black as ebony or as fair as her mistress. In either case, there is no shadow of law to 
protect her from insult, from violence, or even from death; all these are inflicted by 
fiends who bear the shape of men. The mistress, who ought to protect the helpless 
victim, has no other feelings towards her but those of jealousy and rage… The 
degradation, the wrongs, the vices, that grow out of slavery, are more than I can 
describe. They are greater than you would willingly believe… 
    In view of these things, why are ye silent, ye free men and women of the north? 
Why do your tongues falter in maintenance of the right? Would that I had more ability! 
But my heart is so full, and my pen is so weak! There are noble men and women who 
plead for us, striving to help those who cannot help themselves. God bless them! God 
give them strength and courage to go on! God bless those, every where, who are 
laboring to advance the cause of humanity!.. 

The state of things grew worse and worse daily. In desperation I told him that I 
must and would apply to my grandmother for protection. He threatened me with death, 
and worse than death, if I made any complaint to her. Strange to say, I did not despair…  



Matthew Cerjak 
Dr. Linda Upham-Bornstein 

Remedial Herstory 
Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 

 

	
	
	 6 

My master was, to my knowledge, the father of eleven slaves. But did the 
mothers dare to tell who was the father of their children? Did the other slaves dare to 
allude to [suggest] it, except in whispers among themselves? No, indeed! They knew too 
well the terrible consequences… 

Reader, I draw no imaginary pictures of southern homes. I am telling you the 
plain truth… northerners consent to act the part of bloodhounds, and hunt the poor 
fugitive back into his den… Nay, more, they are not only willing, but proud, to give 
their daughters in marriage to slaveholders. The poor girls have romantic notions of a… 
happy home. To what disappointments are they destined! The young wife soon learns 
that the husband in whose hands she has placed her happiness pays no regard to his 
marriage vows. Children of every shade of complexion play with her own fair babies, 
and too well she knows that they are born unto him of his own household.  
 
Jacobs, Harriet A., Lydia Maria Child, Jean Fagan Yellin, and John S. Jacobs. Incidents in the life 

of a slave girl: written by herself. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2000. 
  
Guiding Questions 
 

1. What did she imply when she said she was, “subject to his will in all things”? 
  
 
 
 

2. What does this source tell you about the life of an enslaved woman? 
  
 
 
 

3. What does this source tell you about the life of a slave owner’s wife? 
 
 
 
 
 

4. How might white women have been complicit in the exploitation of enslaved 
women? 

 
 
 
 
 
Document F: The Life of John Thompson 
 
 All the slaves, both men and women, except those about the house, were forced 
to work in the field. We raised corn, wheat and tobacco. The provision for each slave, 
per week, was a peck of corn, two dozens of herrings, and about four pounds of meat. 
The children, under eight years of age, were not allowed anything. The women were 
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allowed four weeks of leisure at child birth; after which, they were compelled to leave 
their infants to provide for themselves, and to the mercy of Providence, while they were 
again forced to labor in the field, sometimes a mile from the house. Often the older 
children had to take care of the younger, sometimes the mother, until her babe was 
about three or four months old, if she had a kind and humane overseer, could come to 
the house once between meals, and nurse her child; but such favors were but seldom 
granted. More frequently the mother must take her child with her to the field, place it at 
the side where she could see it as she came to the end of the row; moving it along as she 
moved from row to row…  

MR. W. was a very cruel slave driver. He would whip unreasonably and without 
cause. He was often from home, and not unfrequently three or four weeks at a time, 
leaving the plantation, at such times, in care of the overseer. When he returned, he 
sometimes ordered all the slaves to assemble at the house, when he would whip them 
all round; a little whipping being, as he thought, necessary, in order to secure the 
humble submission of the slaves. Sometimes he forced one slave to flog another, the 
husband his wife; the mother her daughter; or the father his son. This practice seemed 
very amusing to himself and his children, especially to his son, John, who failed not to 
walk in his father’s footsteps, by carrying into effect the same principle, until he became 
characteristically a tyrant. When at home from school, he would frequently request his 
grandmother’s permission, to call all the black children from their quarters to the house, 
to sweep and clear the yard from weeds, &c., in order that he might oversee them. Then, 
whip in hand, he walked about among them, and sometimes lashed the poor little 
creatures, who had on nothing but a shirt, and often nothing at all, until the blood 
streamed down their backs and limbs, apparently for no reason whatever, except to 
gratify his own cruel fancy. This was pleasing to his father and grandmother, who, 
accordingly, considered him a very smart boy indeed! Often, my mother, after being in 
the field all day, upon returning at night, would find her little children’s backs mangled 
by the lash of John Wager, or his grandmother; for if any child dared to resist the boy, 
she would order the cook to lash it with a cowhide, kept for that purpose. I well 
remember the tears of my poor mother, as they fell upon my back, while she was 
bathing and dressing my wounds. But there was no redress for her grievance, she had 
no appeal for justice, save to high heaven; for if she complained, her own back would be 
cut in a similar manner. Sometimes she wept and sobbed all night, but her tears must be 
dried and her sobs hushed, ere the overseer’s horn sounded, which it did at early dawn, 
lest they should betray her. And she, unrefreshed, must shake off her dull slumbers, and 
repair, at break of day, to the field, leaving her little ones to a similar, or perhaps, worse 
fate on the coming day, and dreading a renewal of her own sorrows the coming evening.  
 
Bland, Sterling Lecater. African American Slave Narratives : An Anthology. Westport, Conn: 

Greenwood Publishing Group, 2001. 
 
Guiding Questions 
 

1. Who is the speaker in this source? Is the account first-hand? 
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2. Were enslaved women given tasks specific to women? Or did they do work 
regardless of gender? 

 
 

3. Were pregnant women given any exceptions? 
 
 
 

4. According to this document, what was it like to be a mother of enslaved 
children? 

 
 
 
Document G: The Experiences of Delia Garlic  
 

Delia Garlic lives at 43 Stone Street, Montgomery, and insists she is 100 years old. 
Unlike many of the old Negroes of the South, she has no good words for slavery days or 
the old masters, declaring: “Dem days wuz hell…” 

No’m, dey warn’t no good times at his house. He wuz a widower an’ his 
daughter kept house for him. I nursed for her, an’ one day I wuz playin’ wid de baby. Ut 
hurt its li’l han’ an’ commenced to cry, an’ she wirl on me, pick up a hot iron an’ run it 
all down my arm an’ han’. It took off de flesh when she done it… 

I was sol’ by de speculator to a man in McDonough, 
Ga. I don’t ricollect his name, but he was openin’ a big hotel at 
McDonough an’ bought me to wait on tables. Byt when de 
time come aroun’ to pay for me, his hotel done fail. Den de 
Atlanta man dat bought de hotel bought me too. Fo’long 
dough I was sold to a man by de name of Garlic, done in 
Lousiana, an’ I stayed wid him ‘till I wuz freed. I wuz a regular 
fiel’ han, plowin’ an’ hoein’ an’ choppin’ cotton. 

Us heard talk ‘bout de [Civil] war, but us didn’t pay no 
‘tention. Us never dreamed dat freedom would ever come.  
 
Federal Writers' Project: Slave Narrative Project, Vol. 1, Alabama, 
Aarons-Young. to 1937, 1936. Manuscript/Mixed Material. 
https://www.loc.gov/item/mesn010/.  
 

Guiding Questions 
 

1. What sort of work did Garlic do? 
 
 
 

2. Does this work seem to fit with the expectations for women in her time? 
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Overall, how were the experiences of enslaved women similar to, yet sometimes 
different than those of men? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


