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‘Her Work of Love’: Forced Separations, Maternal Grief,
and Enslaved Mothers’ Emotional Practices in the
Antebellum US South
Beth R. Wilson

ABSTRACT
This article considers enslaved mothers’ emotional responses
to the separation of their children. While slavery studies
scholars have discussed the individual impact sales had on
enslaved people, and historians of emotion have explored
white communities’ understandings of both white maternal
love and enslaved emotion, few studies have explored how
events such as sale shaped enslaved women’s own
emotional understandings, practices, experiences and
expressions. Guided by enslaved women’s own testimony,
this article argues that enslaved women created their own,
gendered, emotional worlds in response to their
experiences of sale – their own conceptions of love and
grief, ways of expressing their emotion, and collective
emotional practices in the aftermath of separation. Not
only individual responses to emotional pain, their collective
emotional practices must also be viewed as acts of refusal
to submit to slave trading practices, white emotional
standards and racialized emotional ideologies. Through
loving and grieving actively, enslaved women maintained
their maternal bonds in the face of both practical and
ideological attempts to decimate them.

KEYWORDS
US slavery; motherhood;
history of emotions; sale;
love; grief

With a strong arm and unvaried trust, my grandmother began her work of love.1

The anticipation and reality of being separated from her children fundamentally
shaped Molly Horniblow’s experience of motherhood. While enslaved, Horni-
blow bore five children and as most enslaved women feared, when Horniblow’s
enslaver died, her children were divided between his children. Reflecting the utter
contempt shown towards enslaved maternal bonds, executors sold her youngest
child, Benjamin, so that ‘each heir might have an equal portion of dollars and
cents’.2 Separations could happen at multiple times throughout an enslaved
person’s life and impact a variety of family relationships; enslavers sold sisters
from brothers; wives from husbands; fathers and mothers from their children.3
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For example, Harriet Jacobs, Horniblow’s granddaughter, described in her narra-
tive how around the age of fifty, Horniblow gained her freedom. As her adult
children were still in bondage, however, the auction block continued to cast a
long shadow over her everyday experiences, and Benjamin was once again sold
away from his mother after attempting to run North to avoid punishment.

How does a mother respond to such a devastating event as being separated
from her child? As readers of formerly enslaved people’s descriptions of sale,
our initial reaction, and the response that nineteenth-century formerly enslaved
narrators intended, is to consider feeling. They urge us to reflect on their grief,
pain, despair, love and hope. As distant witnesses to Horniblow’s life through
her granddaughter’s testimony, we can never truly understand how she felt
about her experiences. Yet, formerly enslaved people chose to bear witness,
make public, and emphasize the heart-breaking emotional responses to maternal
separations that they witnessed, as well as their own emotions and emotional
coping mechanisms.4 Jacobs, for example, remembered and emphasized her
grandmother’s visceral bodily emotional expressions at the sale of her son – her
‘heart-rending groans’, ‘bloodshot eyes’ and her ‘pleading for mercy’ – and such
descriptions are echoed by formerly enslaved people throughout their testimony
from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, including the autobiographies, letters
and 1930s Works Progress Administration (WPA) interviews considered here.

From reading these descriptions, historians of slavery have speculated about
the devastating individual impact that sales and familial separations had on
enslaved people – the pain and grief they experienced.5 Yet, as Jacobs’ articula-
tion of her grandmother’s ‘work of love’ in the aftermath of her son’s sale
emphasizes, her narrative reveals not only her individual feelings towards sale,
but also attests to how she may have conceived of maternal emotion itself and
participated in collective emotional practices to help her manage and commu-
nicate her feeling in the aftermath. When considering the nature of emotion,
anthropologist and historian of emotion Monique Scheer argues that ‘emotions
themselves can be viewed as a practical engagement with the world’, as they
emerge ‘from bodily dispositions conditioned by a social context, which
always has cultural and historical specificity’.6 While visceral, bodily experience
is a key component of feeling, scholars of emotion urge us to remember that
emotions are socially and culturally constructed and historically contingent,
being a way in which we engage with the world around us. If, as Deborah
Gray White attested nearly forty years ago, enslaved women developed a
female consciousness out of their distinct experiences as enslaved, women and
mothers, we must also consider that their conceptualization of emotion was
fundamentally formed out of the material realities of enslaved womanhood.7

Paying close attention to enslaved women’s testimony about their emotion at
three stages – in the anticipation of sale, at the moment of separation, and in the
aftermath of being torn away from their children – this article uses history of
emotions methodologies as a lens to mediate on how enslaved women’s distinct
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experience of the sale of their children shaped how they conceived of, experi-
enced and expressed maternal emotion.8 This requires a consideration of indi-
vidual mother’s feelings in response to sales by listening carefully to the feeling
they expressed in their testimony. It also necessitates an acknowledgment that
our questions about feeling often remain unanswerable. As Saidiya Hartman
and Sasha Turner expertly illustrate, it is possible to use the subjunctive to con-
sider the experiences, motives and feelings of enslaved women, and rely on
speculation, imagination and the rhetorical to tell their stories.9 Unlike scholars
of the Caribbean who are constrained by the relative absence of enslaved people
in the archive, however, historians of the US can simultaneously explore pat-
terns of emotion in enslaved people’s testimony to consider how emotion
was experienced, expressed and used collectively by enslaved mothers.

This article argues that enslaved women created their own, gendered,
emotional worlds in response to their experiences of sale – their own con-
ceptions of maternal emotion, ways of expressing their feelings, and collective
emotional practices in the aftermath of separation. Due to the perpetual threat
of sale, enslaved mothers asserted that their maternal feelings were both
complex and unique, as love was ultimately inseparable from the pain and
grief that came from this uncertainty. Due to enslaved women’s need to
survive separations and reflecting bell hook’s assertion that the word love
should be used as a verb, enslaved mothers knew they had to love and grieve
actively.10 They created two emotional practices that reflected this understand-
ing of maternal emotion: the public expression of embodied, visceral emotion at
the moment of sale, and the writing of letters to find their children in the after-
math. Far from passive displays of emotion, these practices allowed enslaved
mothers to maintain their maternal bonds through communicating the depth
of their love and grief to their children and enslavers. These practices must
thus be positioned as acts of refusal to submit to white emotional standards,
racialized ideologies that disregarded enslaved maternal ties, and slave
trading practices that physically tore families apart.11 In both asserting their
own understandings of maternal love and grief, and expressing this publicly
in the aftermath of sale, enslaved women used their public emotional
expressions to make important political statements about the ultimate injustice
of separating a mother from her child.

The Anticipation of Sale

Reflecting on enslaved mothers’ emotions on New Year’s Day in her autobio-
graphy, Jacobs described their ‘peculiar sorrows’, stirred by the likelihood
that they would be hired out for the coming year or sold:

She sits on her cold cabin floor, watching the children who may all be torn from her
the next morning; and often does she wish that she and they might die before the day
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dawns. She may be an ignorant creature, degraded by the system that has brutalized
her from childhood; but she has a mother’s instincts, and is capable of feeling a
mother’s agonies.12

We can only speculate as to whether Jacobs herself sat on the floor of her cabin,
or in the hiding place in her grandmother’s house, watching her children Joseph
and Louisa sleep, contemplating the following day. Did she witness her grand-
mother observing her as she slept, or watching Harriet’s own children, after she
had decided to hide? Did she notice the pain of female relatives and friends
before the New Year? Perhaps describing her own experiences, but undoubtedly
those of countless women who were enslaved on her plantation and across the
South, she emphasized that enslaved mothers, as a collective, felt both a
‘mother’s instincts’ and could feel a ‘mother’s agonies’ – they had the same
maternal bonds, and thus had the same capacity to feel pain, that all mothers
felt.

Directing her description to her audience, Jacobs both testified to her own
feelings in this passage, and fundamentally counteracted white perceptions of
Black emotion during a time when maternal feeling was a central topic of dis-
cussion in white society. With the rise of sentimentalism in the nineteenth
century, white society moved from partly mistrusting maternal love to increas-
ingly idealizing and requiring it, seeing it as a ‘political virtue’. Mothers played
an increasingly important political role, idealized in the image of the ‘Republi-
can Mother’, through bringing up virtuous citizens and imparting their love
onto their children which would live on eternally in their memories and char-
acter. Society therefore idealized a mother’s love as ‘pure, unconflicted and fun-
damentally self-denying’.13 While wider US society increasingly valorized
maternal emotion, slavery became more entrenched, and the flourishing dom-
estic trade utterly devastated enslaved family ties. To justify the tearing apart of
Black families, southerners formulated ‘scientific’ ideas about Black emotion,
and created explicit ideologies about the difference between how Black and
white people, including mothers, experienced emotion.

Thomas Jefferson in Notes on the State of Virginia outlined the prevailing
white view of racialized emotional difference when he wrote about Black
men as more lustful and lacking in emotional complexity: ‘They are more
ardent after their female: but love seems with them to be more an eager
desire, than a tender delicate mixture of sentiment and sensation.’ Jefferson
also wrote that ‘their griefs are transient’ and afflictions are ‘less felt’, reflecting
white views that Black people felt less intensely.14 When describing her experi-
ences on her husband’s Georgia plantation, Fanny Kemble likewise suggested
that enslaved women had less capacity for maternal affection. In contrast to
Jefferson, however, she noted that this was a result of the impact of slavery
itself rather than innate biological difference. Writing in her journal, she
described ‘wretched mothers, whose apparent indifference to the plight of
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their offspring, and utter incapacity to alter it, are the inevitable result of their
slavery’.15 Though Kemble focused on enslaved maternal emotion to condemn
slavery, both white ideologies posited that Black men and women did not
experience love and grief in the same way as white people. For pro-slavery
advocates, this ultimately justified the separation of enslaved families through
pathologizing and politicizing enslaved people’s emotions.

However, far from displaying ‘indifference’ to the suffering of her children,
Jacobs testified to her own understanding of maternal emotion and responded
to this ideology of racialized emotional difference with passages that made it
abundantly clear that white perceptions of Black feelings were simply wrong.
Jacobs and other autobiographers focused on counteracting the idea that
their ‘griefs were transient’ and sale did not impact them emotionally
through emphasizing that they had the same capacity to feel as whites. While
these phrases combatting white perceptions of Black feeling appear throughout
published autobiographies and in some ways reflect white abolitionists’ senti-
mental tropes of Black emotion, we must acknowledge that enslaved women,
in the giving of their testimony, ultimately forged and emphasized this
counter-conceptualization of Black feeling.16 In her work on Black abolition-
ism, Manisha Sinha argues that ‘Scholars have… been too quick to ascribe to
white editors and amanuenses the abolitionist content of slave narratives. Fugi-
tive slaves created an authentic, original, and independent critique of slavehold-
ing.’17 In the telling of their life stories, Jacobs and other formerly enslaved
women evidenced their own understandings and experiences of maternal
emotion and thus put forward an independent critique of the ideology of racia-
lized emotional difference which must not be solely attributed to white aboli-
tionists and sentimental tropes. Jacobs’ description of her ‘mother’s instincts’
may well be directed at her audience, designed to motivate them to act
against slavery, but we should not discount the embodied, individual feeling
at the centre of this collective political assertion.

Despite arguing that enslaved women had a ‘mother’s instincts’, formerly
enslaved women emphasized that unlike white idealizations of maternal love
as ‘unconflicted’ and ‘pure’, enslaved women’s experiences of love could not
be this way. Bethany Veney, in her autobiography, described the complexity
of her feelings towards her new-born child:

My dear white lady, in your pleasant home made joyous by the tender love of husband
and children all your own, you can never understand the slave mother’s emotions as
she clasps her new-born child, and knows that a master’s word can at any moment
take it from her embrace.18

Veney here articulates a perpetual and intimate form of enslavers’ violence that
was a fundamental and all-encompassing aspect of enslaved life: being forced to
live in a state of uncertainty, instability, and apprehension. This constant inse-
curity weighed heavily in the background of all enslaved mothers’ interactions
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with their children, stemming from enslavers’ constant threats of sale. Veney
implies that this continuous state of flux led to a unique set of feelings – ‘the
slave mother’s emotions’ – that others could not conceive of and contrasted
explicitly with white mother’s feelings of ‘tender love’. Described ambiguously,
perhaps these feelings were unknowable, inexpressible, and even language-
defying. Elaine Scarry argues that ‘physical pain does not simply resist language
but actively destroys it, bringing about an immediate reversion to a state
anterior to language, to the sounds and cries a human being makes before
language is learned’.19 Clearly, emotional pain also disrupts language. When
the term ‘love’ was connected to ‘uncomplicated’ feeling in white society,
how could Veney put into words a form of maternal affection, a form of
maternal love, that was inextricably linked to a constant anticipation of grief?

‘He is not hers’ is the simple, but repeated phrase that Frances Watkins
Harper used in her poem ‘The Slave Mother’ to describe the inherent uncer-
tainty of enslaved motherhood that Veney discussed. Using poetry to give
form and voice to the maternal emotions that Veney struggled to articulate,
Watkins Harper described an enslaved child as ‘the only wreath of household
love/ that binds her breaking heart’.20 Jacobs also found words to articulate
her complex maternal feeling, describing how her child’s ‘clinging fondness
excited a mixture of love and pain’, as she ‘could never forget that he was a
slave’. The complexity of Jacob’s experience of maternal feeling is also exem-
plified when she explained that: ‘Sometimes I wished that he might die in
infancy.’21 Similarly, Veney discussed her desire to die alongside her child
rather than see her grow up. Showing awareness that these thoughts differed
from white cultural attitudes and valorisation of ‘uncomplicated’ maternal
love, Veney wrote that ‘it is not strange that, rude and uncultured as I was, I
felt all this, and would have been glad if we could have died together there
and then’.22

Jacobs and Veney did not act upon their thoughts about ending their chil-
dren’s lives. However, Veney testified that these were shared rather than indi-
vidual feelings – not ‘strange’. How can we account for this desire for death?
Enslaved woman Margaret Garner, who has been immortalized in historical lit-
erature, chose to kill her child rather than let her be re-enslaved after she ran
away from bondage with her children in 1856. In Beloved, a fictional interpret-
ation of Garner’s actions and the long-term impact of them, Toni Morrison
contemplated and imagined the role that emotion, and in particular love,
played in Garner’s actions. Throughout the book, the main character Sethe con-
tends that her decision to kill her child, Beloved, was both motivated by, and a
form of ‘true’, ‘thick’ and ‘tough’ love. ‘Morrison asserts that one can kill out of
love’, argues Kristine Yohe.23 As in the case of Veney and Jacobs, we can use
speculation, imagination, and empathy to consider Garner’s maternal
emotion, but we can never truly comprehend the feelings that motivated her.
Yet, we can – and should – be guided by female narrators who chose to
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testify about their feeling and emphasized that though instinctual, the experi-
ence of maternal love was complex, painful and at times indescribable, but ulti-
mately inseparable from the anticipation of being separated from their children.
Enslaved women could thus define, experience and express maternal feeling in
ways that wider society did not traditionally associate with this emotion.

The Separation

The anticipation of sale shaped all lives under slavery, but countless enslaved
mothers also experienced the reality of being torn from their children. At the
very moment of sale, of separation from their offspring, enslaved mothers
grieved. As Scarry argues that physical pain reverts us to sounds and cries –
to a state inexpressible in language – many enslaved women expressed their
emotional pain through their bodies. They cried, moaned, screamed, and
prayed. After describing being bid for from ‘the block’ immediately after her
mother, Elizabeth Ramsey, had been sold, Louisa Picquet chose to focus her
description of this event on her mother’s ‘cryin’ and ‘prayin’, also recounting
that: ‘Mother was right on her knees, with her hands up, prayin’ to the Lord
for me. She didn’t care who saw her: the people all lookin’ at her.’24 Solomon
Northup, in his autobiography, recounted the response of a woman named
Eliza to the sale of her children. When traders sold her son Randall, Northup
remembered Eliza ‘crying aloud and wringing her hands’ before she ‘burst
into a paroxysm of grief, weeping plaintively’.25 Susan Hamlin, in the 1930s,
remembered similar expressions of pain during slavery, and stated during
her interview that ‘Sometimes chillen was sold away from dey parents. De
Mausa would come and say “Where jennie,” tell us to put clothes on dat
baby, I want um. He sell de baby and de ma scream and holler, you know
how they carry on.’26

Horniblow, Ramsey, Eliza, and other unnamed enslaved mothers heavily
grieved the sale of their children. Jacobs, Picquet, Northup and Hamlin all
chose to testify to this grief, refusing to forget it as time progressed. A challenge
for historians when writing about the history of emotions is how we follow the
lead of those giving testimony to acknowledge this visceral, individual, embo-
died pain that mothers like Horniblow, Ramsey and Eliza experienced, but
also consider what this emotional response tells us about enslaved women’s col-
lective social and cultural ideas, norms and practices. One method is to resist
immediate analysis and allow ourselves to sit with these painful descriptions.
Considering visual representations of these sales, such as the one below of
Eliza and her children (Figure 1), can perhaps aid us in doing so, by forcing
us to confront some of the emotion that resists language, and cannot be con-
veyed through words alone.27 How do we begin to write about Eliza’s pain?
And how do we deal with Elizabeth’s grief, who in the face of her daughter’s
trader, openly cried and prayed and ‘didn’t care who saw her’?

86 B. R. WILSON



Was Elizabeth’s decision (if it is possible to call it that) to express her grief
publicly shaped by the fact that she had a new-born child, or framed by her
own experience of sexual abuse, by anger against her enslaver, or fear for her
daughter? Elizabeth became pregnant with Louisa at the age of fifteen after
being sexually abused by her enslaver and gave birth to a baby boy some
years later after again being sold into sexual slavery. Two months after becom-
ing a mother again, Elizabeth was sold alongside her new-born son away from
Louisa. With Louisa being fourteen years old and sold to New Orleans,

Figure 1. ‘Separation of Eliza and her Last Child’ in Solomon Northup, Twelve Years a Slave:
Narrative of Solomon Northup, A Citizen of New York, Kidnapped in Washington City in
1841, and Rescued in 1853 (Auburn, Derby and Miller, 1853). Courtesy of Documenting the
American South, Libraries of the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill.
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Elizabeth undoubtedly knew that she was at risk of abuse, particularly due to
her light-skin.28 Horniblow, Eliza and every other enslaved mother came to
the sale of their children with unique personal circumstances, as Elizabeth
did. While these individual contexts came to bear on their emotional responses
to sale, the similarity of Elizabeth’s public, embodied emotions to other
enslaved mothers’ expressions of grief makes her response both individual
and collective, framed by individual circumstances but also gendered, cultural
conventions.

When analysing emotions, Scheer urges historians to consider ‘emotional
practices’, these being the ‘doings and sayings’ on which ‘the bodily act of
experience and expression’ is dependent. Categories of emotional practices
include mobilizing, naming, regulating, and communicating emotions.29

Numerous emotional practices existed in the nineteenth century surrounding
death. For example, public mourning practices in white society increased
with the emphasis on familial love, with more elaborate funerals, epitaphs
and the widespread practice of wearing mourning clothes seen to reflect the
love felt towards the deceased.30 Though enslaved people had different mourn-
ing practices to whites, including performances, songs, prayers and music
adapted fromWest African traditions, these also played an emotionally regulat-
ing function. As Alexis Wells-Oghoghomeh argues, enslaved women ‘worked
alongside their male counterparts to create religious performances and proto-
cols capable of managing the untold emotions of a perpetually grieving popu-
lation’.31 Clearly, in the wake of the sale of their children, when they did not
know if they would see their child again, enslaved women felt the same intensity
of love and grief. The nature of the loss associated with sale, however, precluded
the engagement in mourning rites that would reflect and manage these feelings.
In the absence of traditional mourning rituals, but the presence of the same
intense emotions of love and loss, it appears that enslaved mothers created
their own emotional practice, akin to their performances surrounding death,
to channel, regulate and process their love and grief in this moment.

This gendered emotional practice not only reveals how enslaved women
regulated their emotion through collective practices, but also much about
how enslaved communities understood the distinctiveness of motherhood, con-
ceived of maternal feeling, and comprehended the actions of their enslavers.
Barbara Rosenwein, when researching emotional communities’ norms of
emotional expression, argues that researchers should focus on what that com-
munity defines as valuable or harmful to them, as it is in relation to this that
they express emotion.32 In a rare piece of testimony that reflects on differing
levels of harm, Lucy Delaney described how she felt ‘intense grief’ after her
husband died in a steamboat explosion. Reflecting on her grief with her
mother whose husband had been sold South, her mother stated ‘Your
husband, honey, is in heaven; and mine – God only knows where he is!’
Making a rare but direct comparison between how she felt after her husband
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died with the pain her mother felt in relation to the sale of her spouse, Delaney
wrote that ‘in those few words, I knew her burden was heavier than mine’, and
in consequence stated ‘I resolved to conceal my grief, and devote myself to my
mother who had done so much and suffered so much for me.’33 Though both
women were experiencing emotional pain, Delaney displayed her belief in a
hierarchy of grief – that the burden her mother felt after the sale of her
spouse was heavier than the grief she experienced after the death of her
husband, due to the inherent uncertainty and despair that separation caused.34

Though this passage describes differing experiences of spousal loss, Dela-
ney’s understanding of how such perceived hierarchies shaped her own
emotional expression gives us insight into why enslaved communities accepted
or suppressed some expressions of grief, depending on how loss was perceived.
All separation was heart-breaking, yet it is clear that enslaved people did con-
sider the grief that resulted from the separation of mother from child – as dis-
tinct from other familial separations or bereavements – as particularly
painful.35 To return to Northup’s discussion of Eliza’s experiences, after
traders sold her away from her second child, at the very moment when Eliza
thought that she was about to be emancipated, he wrote that, ‘never have I
seen such an exhibition of intense, unmeasured, and unbounded grief, as
when Eliza was parted from her child’. Northup himself had been torn from
his children and described his sorrow at being parted from them but chose
to focus much of his description of being held by slave traders on Eliza’s dis-
tinctly ‘maternal sorrow’ and ‘unbounded grief’.36

In the longer term, Northup believed that Eliza had ultimately died from the
weight of her maternal feelings. He explained that after several months, ‘she had
sunk beneath the weight of an excessive grief’ and died after becoming ‘utterly
helpless’, with her heart breaking from the ‘burden of maternal sorrow’.37 Other
mothers were also described as dying from grief in enslaved testimony, reflect-
ing the idea that this separation was particularly emotionally impactful. The
intensity of enslaved women’s grief, and the public expression of it, can thus
be seen to reflect the belief, asserted by Jacobs and others, that an enslaved
mother’s emotion was unique – that ‘she has a mother’s instincts, and is
capable of feeling a mother’s agonies’ – and provided a way to process and regu-
late these distinct emotions.38

In the face of enslavers’ physical violence being used to restrict enslaved
women’s expressions of grief, many women continued to grieve openly and
publicly, as is clear from Northup’s discussion of Eliza’s emotion.39 Enslaved
mothers’ insistence on expressing their grief, their refusal to remain silent,
and their utter rejection of enslavers’ emotional standards must be seen as a
practice of refusal which reflected both the intensity of their feeling, but also
the communicatory and oppositional nature of their emotional practices. In
his discussion of a rite of mourning that spontaneously occurred onboard a
slave ship, Hudibras, after the death of a popular enslaved woman, Vincent
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Brown argues that this funeral was a political act, being ‘an act of accounting, of
reckoning’, an act that ‘enabled them to express and enact their social values, to
articulate their visions of what it was that bound them together’ in the face of
the social alienation that resulted from forcibly enslaving someone.40 Similarly
to the women aboard the Hudibras, at another moment when enslavers
attempted to sever enslaved social, political and cultural ties, enslaved
women articulated the strength of their maternal affection to their children,
reminding them at the final moment together of their love.

Through the creation of this widespread grieving practice, enslaved women
also communicated the strength of their maternal bonds to their enslavers,
counteracting white ideologies of racialized emotional difference and displaying
their own political values. Enslaved people saw the separation of mother from
child as a uniquely inhumane and unjust act. A formerly enslaved woman
reflected this view in the 1920s by placing emphasis on the importance of
breast-feeding and the extremely young age that babies were sold, asserting
simply that ‘The meanest thing they did was selling babies from the mother’s
breast.’41 Enslaved women, at the sale of their children, articulated the injustice
that this quote emphasizes in an emotional, embodied and collective way, and
crucially, in a way that enslavers could not misinterpret. White observers, when
watching enslaved mourning practices and funeral rites, often did not under-
stand their emotional dimensions, due to mourners’ perceived cheerfulness.42

In comparison, enslaved women’s emotional practices after the sale of their
children forced their white enslavers and traders who were the architects of
this injustice to face the impact that mother–child separations had, in a way
that they could not misconstrue.

Tiya Miles asserts that ‘We forget that love is revolutionary.’43 So too, do we
forget this about grief – the manifestation of love severed. The women’s
emotional expressions not only reflected deep personal sorrow, but also
made a powerful political statement about the strength of enslaved commu-
nities, the power of mother–child bonds, and the uniquely inhumane nature
of this act. Rarely a passive act, enslaved women’s refusal to remain silent
and insistence on feeling and expressing their love and pain ensured that
slave trading practices could not decimate their family and community
bonds, and thus also fundamentally undermined the racialized emotional ideol-
ogies that provided the foundation for slave trading practices.

The Aftermath

The immediate grief that enslaved women felt at the moment of sale did not just
disappear – in her narrative, Elizabeth Keckley discussed the emotions of a
mother whose enslaver sold her baby, and noted that ‘morning after morning
passed’, and she continued to grieve. Describing the enslaver’s response to
this woman’s long-term anguish, Keckley wrote that ‘One day she was
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whipped for grieving for her lost boy. Colonel Burwell never liked to see one of
his slaves wear a sorrowful face, and those who offended in this particular way
were always punished.’44 Some women, like Eliza, were utterly devastated by
their grief and could not continue to function in the face of it, particularly
when enslavers coupled this with physical violence. Mattie Jackson remem-
bered a mother, who after having her children sold South, could not continue
to function and later died from her emotional wounds; ‘This cruel blow,
assisted by severe flogging and other ill treatment, rendered the mother
insane, and finally caused her death.’45 Stories of mothers’ unbearable pain con-
tinued to be told into the twentieth century. Interviewed in Arkansas in the
1930s, Hettie Mitchell discussed the stories she heard about slavery from her
grandmother, whose mother had ‘died from the grief of it’ when she had
been sold away as a child. Mitchell’s grandmother bore witness to her
mother’s anguish, passing her story down through the generations, highlighting
the weight that she and other enslaved women ascribed to maternal grief in
their memories of slavery and the importance of telling their stories.46 Can
we consider these mothers’ responses to separation in the longer term as
further acts of refusal to submit to the conditions of enslavement? These
enslaved women declined to accept their situation and continue as normal
within the system that was the architect of such grief and injustice. Even
years after emancipation, Mitchell’s grandmother refused to forget her pain
or remain silent about it.

Some mothers simply could not continue in the face of their grief; however,
other women managed to embark on actions to help their children in the after-
math of separation. Tiya Miles evocatively detailed the story of three African
American women – Ashley, Rose and Ruth – whose story makes plain how
love was both central to, and communicated through, enslaved mother’s
actions to support their children. When enslavers sold Ashley from her
mother Rose, Rose gave her a sack filled with a tattered dress, three handfuls
of pecans and a braid of Rose’s hair. In the 1930s, Ruth Middleton, who had
heard about Rose’s actions from her grandmother Ashley, sewed these details
onto the sack, alongside the line ‘told her it be filled with my love always’.
Like Hettie Mitchell’s grandmother who passed down stories of maternal
emotion in the face of sale to her children and grandchildren, Ashley clearly
remembered and related that ‘Rose insisted on love’, which Rose communicated
to her through both her words and the material artefacts. As Miles writes, ‘The
work of Rose’s hands, captured by her great-granddaughter’s words, illuminates
the importance of materiality as well as emotionality to Black women’s survival
strategies.’47

Emotionality was also central to enslaved women’s other forms of survival.
In the aftermath of sale, once enslaved women could no longer communicate
their love to their children as Rose did, some enslaved mothers focused their
attention on trying to reverse the sale or gain their child’s freedom through
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communicating their feelings to whites. Though rare due to laws surrounding
literacy, some women wrote letters to their previous owners or other traders.48

Vilet Lester wrote to Patsey Paterson, most likely the daughter of her former
owner who she called her ‘long loved and well wishing play mate’, hoping to
locate her daughter after she had been separated. Lester had not seen her
daughter for five years; she was sold numerous times to different owners,
being forcibly moved from North Carolina to Virginia and Georgia, and was
separated from her daughter in Goldsborough, NC, by a man named Walker.
After enquiring about her owners, mother and friends who remained in
North Carolina, Lester hinted at the distinct pain of not knowing the where-
abouts of her child and emphasized the strength of her maternal affection,
writing that ‘I wish to [k]now what has Ever become of my Presus little girl.’
Ultimately attempting to elicit Patterson’s support and sympathy through com-
municating and emphasizing the extent of her grief surrounding this uncer-
tainty, Lester then explained that her new owner had agreed to buy her
daughter and reunite them; ‘an my Boss being a man of Reason and fealing
wishes to grant my trubled breast that mutch gratification and wishes to
[k]now whether he will Sell her now’.49

Other women managed to find sympathetic whites to write on their behalf.
Mary Walker fled bondage in 1848 after being threatened with sale to the Deep
South by her enslaver. Walker left without her children; we can only imagine
the complex emotional toll that this decision took on her. When in the
North, however, Walker attempted to be reunited with her children. After
becoming acquainted with the Lesley family, J. P. Lesley wrote to Mildred
Cameron on Walker’s behalf, communicating her profound maternal
emotion and asking for Cameron to allow Walker to buy her children.50 Of
Walker, Lesley wrote that ‘her heart is slowly breaking. She thinks of nothing
but her children and speaks of nothing else when she speaks of herself at all,
which is very seldom. Her mother-heart yearns unspeakably after them’,
further emphasizing that ‘She feels as if she must die of anxiety and grief and
longing love, unless she can get her children with her soon.’51

As enslaved women’s emotions within published slave narratives were
framed by sentimental tropes but were ultimately forged out of their own ideol-
ogies and experiences, the authors of these letters were clearly aware of white
letter-writing conventions and wrote with the purpose of eliciting sympathy.
Lesley explicitly played on the emotions of the recipient to invoke her empathy –
‘I must trust in your goodness of heart and in the remembrance of any suffer-
ings you may have had.’52 Descriptions of these mothers’ grief, however, also
ultimately reflected the very real emotional experiences of enslaved women.
Making plain the inseparable connection between love and grief that is similarly
emphasized by enslaved women in their narratives, Lesley attempted to com-
municate Walker’s maternal emotion to her previous owner. As these letters
show, however, through communicating their feelings, enslaved women
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explicitly used emotion as a political tool to aid their quest to be reunited with
their children.53 Out of the devastating events of separation, and due to the love
and grief that they felt in response, enslaved women undertook a range of acts
to ensure the survival of their children. The communication and cultivation of
emotion was fundamental to these survival practices. Indeed, Katherine Burns’
discussion of the trauma communicated by formerly enslaved people in Infor-
mation Wanted Advertisements in the 1890s highlights how emotion remained
central to practices of survival and reunion long after Emancipation.54

Enslaved mothers’ attempts to buy their children’s freedom also reveal much
about how women conceived of these ‘emotional practices’. Moving back to
Horniblow’s actions after traders sold her son, she laboured ‘day and night’
to provide enough money to buy Benjamin’s freedom. Significantly, Jacobs
labelled Horniblow’s labour ‘her work of love’.55 This phrase is poignant and
evocative and invites us to contemplate what Jacobs is revealing about her
grandmother’s love. Perhaps, moving beyond motivation, Jacobs understood
that this labour, on behalf of her child’s freedom, constituted an important
form of love in and of itself and was central to her experience of this
emotion. bell hooks argues that love should not be described as a mere sen-
sation that we feel, but as an active action or a practice – the action we take
to encourage another’s spiritual growth.56 While hooks considered love in a
more modern context, her ideas reflect well what Jacobs conveys about
emotion in her important phrase. Due to the realities of enslaved motherhood
and the ultimate familial insecurity emphasized throughout enslaved testi-
mony, for enslaved women, emotion could not just be felt passively. Instead,
enslaved mothers understood and experienced their emotions as verbs; they
had to love and grieve actively, channelling their emotion into practices that
communicated their love to their children and to their enslavers, helping
their children to survive and escape the institution.57 These ‘emotional prac-
tices’ were not just motivated by grief and love but were central to enslaved
mothers’ understanding and experience of these emotions.

‘The Slave Mother’

Beginning with the line ‘Heard you that shriek?’, Frances Ellen Watkins Harper
evocatively described an enslavedmother’s response to the sale of her child in her
poem, ‘The Slave Mother’. In this poem, Watkins Harper gives voice to many of
the central aspects of enslaved women’s emotional worlds that have been dis-
cussed in this article. Enslaved women’s feeling for their children was both
unique and forever bound up with the anguish and pain that came with perpe-
tually knowing that ‘he is not hers’. As the choice to title the poem simply as ‘The
Slave Mother’ suggests, the constant anticipation of sale fundamentally framed
an enslaved mother’s emotional relationship with her children.58 In response
to the ever-present reality of sale, but also in opposition to it, enslaved women
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formulated their own understanding of maternal emotion, testifying to the fact
that they loved their children as others did, but that this love was ultimately inse-
parable from pain and grief and thus also had to be actively practised.

This unique understanding of maternal love framed how enslaved women
responded to their grief at the very moment of separation. When being separ-
ated from their children, enslaved women participated in their own collective,
embodied and gendered emotional practice to regulate and channel their pain
and communicate the depth of their maternal love to the world around them.
Describing, in her poem, an enslaved mother’s ‘shriek’, her ‘hands so sadly
clasped’, her ‘look of grief and dread’ and her ‘sad imploring eye’, Watkins
Harper evocatively visualized these practices. So while these were individual
expressions of profound anguish, they also tell us more about enslaved ideas
surrounding motherhood, loss and enslaver’s actions, serving as collective com-
munication of these ideas. Through creating this emotional practice, enslaved
mothers communicated the depth of their maternal feeling to their children,
who would remember these displays in the aftermath of sale, but also to their
enslavers forced to witness the impact of their inhumane actions.

In the aftermath of sale, enslaved women’s emotional practices remained
communicatory and political. They communicated, through actions including
letter writing, their depth of feeling to enslavers in order to elicit sympathy and
urge them to act on their behalf. Historians have often focussed on grief when
considering the impact of forced separation, but enslaved women urge us to
bear witness to their love, and recognize how this emotion shaped their
actions in response to sale and was intimately connected to grief. As Jacobs’
phrase ‘her work of love’ indicates, and other enslaved women’s actions in
the aftermath of sale reveal, enslaved women’s labours to help their children
in the aftermath of grief were a form of love. They did not conceive of love
and grief as passive sensations. Instead, they practised both emotions, and
saw actions on behalf of their children as central to their understanding and
experience of maternal feeling.

Enslaved women’s conceptualization of emotion, alongside their unique
emotional practices, arose in response to the realities of sale and the need to
ensure the survival of their children, but were also formed in response to
slave trading practices. Through refusing to stay silent about their grief, publicly
expressing it in embodied forms, confronting their enslavers with their pain,
and communicating the depth of love they felt in letters to their enslavers,
enslaved women rejected a racialized ideology and trading practices that
sought to deny their emotional personhood. Following the lead of the WPA
interviewees who, in the 1930s, remembered and emphasized mothers’
expressions of love and grief and their emotional practices as central to their
memories of slavery, historians need to recognize the importance of emotion
in the lives of enslaved women and how they formulated their own, distinct,
emotional worlds out of the realities of their experiences.
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