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HIST 213S/AAAS 216S/GSF 211S 
 

Gender and Slavery in the Americas 
 
 
Instructor: Jacqueline Mercier Allain, jacqueline.allain@duke.edu 
Class time and location: Monday-Friday, 12:30-1:45, Allen Building Room 318  
Office hours: By appointment  
 
Course description 
 
Atlantic slave systems were gendered systems. Across lines of nation and empire, from North 
America to South America to the Caribbean, African-descended women and their reproductive 
labor were crucial to the formation of New World slave systems and the racial ideology that 
underwrote them. Similarly, gender ideologies—ideas about what it meant to be a proper man 
and a proper woman—shaped processes of slave emancipation and their aftermaths. The study of 
women and gender, therefore, is critical in understanding both slavery and emancipation in the 
Americas.   
 
Engaging feminist and critical race theory, in this course we will analyze slave systems in North 
America, Latin America, and the Caribbean. Our aim will be to explore major points of emphasis 
in the historiography of women and gender, slavery, and emancipation in these diverse locales. 
The questions this course will address include: How was sexual exploitation of enslaved women 
a pillar of slave systems? What kind of labor did slave women perform and how did it vary 
spatially and temporally? What is ‘resistance’ and how did enslaved women enact it? How did 
gender affect free women’s experiences of life beyond slavery? With careful attention to the 
contingencies of geography and chronology, we will survey how historians have answered these 
and other questions. For their final project, students will have the opportunity to engage an area 
of this historiography more deeply in the form of a paper on a topic of their choosing. 
 
Learning Objectives 
 
Students will: 
 

• Become familiar with the historiography of gender, slavery, and emancipation 
• Understand how Atlantic world slave systems were gendered systems, and what it means 

for something to be “gendered” 
• Understand how processes of emancipation were also gendered  
• Learn the craft of primary source analysis 
• Engage with their colleagues in thoughtful, rigorous, and stimulating discussion 
• Produce a number of small essays and a final paper 
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Attendance and Participation 
 
Attendance is mandatory and will be taken at the beginning of each class. More than two 
unexcused absences will result in the lowering of your participation grade. Excused absences 
must be properly documented. Students are expected to come to class having read the assigned 
texts and prepared to discuss them.  
 
Accessibility  
 
I strive to create a welcoming and inclusive environment for all students. According to the Duke 
Disability Management System, students with disabilities are entitled to “reasonable, necessary, 
and appropriate accommodations in a timely manner.” If you have an accommodation need, 
please talk to me about it at your earliest convenience, and if necessary, schedule an appointment 
with a Student Disability Access Office staff member.  I will do everything I can to ensure that 
your needs are met and that your work is evaluated fairly. If you are experiencing stress or 
anxiety related to the workload for this class, please talk to me.  
 
Technology in the Classroom  
 
You are permitted to bring your laptop to refer to course materials or to take notes, but please 
refrain from misusing technology during class time by perusing non-course-related materials. I 
reserve the right to disallow the use of computers in class at any point if I notice that students 
are browsing the internet instead of paying attention to the class discussion. Attendance and 
participation are an important aspect of your grade. If you have more than one unexcused 
absence, it will negatively affect your participation grade.  
 
Late Paper Policy 
 
Papers must be handed to the instructor during class time the days they are due. Unless you have 
been granted explicit permission for an extension, a third of a letter grade per day will be 
deducted from late papers. Late papers will not be accepted later than four days, including 
Saturday and Sunday, after the due date.  
 
Academic Honesty 
 
All Duke students are required to abide by the Duke Community Standard. I expect you to 
familiarize yourself with this standard. Plagiarism will be treated as a serious offense.  
  
Required Readings  
 
Students are required to purchase ONE of the following three texts (the choice is entirely yours):  
 

1. Jon F. Sensbach, Rebecca’s Revival: Creating Black Christianity in the Atlantic World 
(Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press, 2005) 
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2. Afua Cooper, The Hanging of Angélique: The Untold Story of Canadian Slavery and the 
Burning of Old Montréal (Toronto: Harper Perennial, 2006; Athens: University of 
Georgia Press, 2007)  

3. Erica Armstrong Dunbar, Never Caught: The Washingtons’ Relentless Pursuit of their 
Runaway Slave, Ona Judge (New York: Atria, 2017)  

 
These books can be purchased through Abebooks.com or through the Regulator, where all Duke 
students receive a student discount. Please order your book ASAP so that you have plenty of 
time to read it. All other readings are either posted on Sakai or are available through the Duke 
library portal.   
 

Grading 
 
 
1) 30% Participation:  

Readings should be completed by the date of the class they are scheduled. Please come to 
class prepared to discuss them. Attendance will be taken, and more than one unexcused 
absence will result in the lowering of your participation grade.  

 
2) 15% three 2-3-page Unit Response Papers: Due July 15, July 25, and July 31 

This course is divided up into units, and for Units 3, 6, and 8, students are required to submit 
response papers that engage with the assigned readings. Specific details are posted on Sakai 
under the “Assignments” tab.  

 
3) 5% Sakai Questions/Comments 

At five points during the course (July 5, July 16, July 18, July 31, and August 5) students are 
required to post a short response to or question about the assigned readings on our class Sakai 
forum. When I say short, I mean short—just a few sentences (though you may write more, if 
you wish). Please do this by 9 am on the days indicated. The purpose of this requirement is to 
help stimulate class discussion. 
 

4) 20% 4-5-page Book Review: Due Tuesday, July 22  
Students are required to submit a 4-5-page book review of Rebecca’s Revival: Creating 
Black Christianity in the Atlantic World, OR The Hanging of Angélique: The Untold Story of 
Canadian Slavery and the Burning of Old Montréal, OR Never Caught: The Washingtons’ 
Relentless Pursuit of their Runaway Slave, Ona Judge. Specific details are posted on Sakai 
under the “Assignments” tab.  

 
5) 30% 6-8-page Final Paper: Due August 9   

The final project will consist of an 6-8-page paper based on primary source research done at 
the Rubenstein Library. Here is how it will work: as a class, we will visit the Rubenstein on 
July 3rd and 11th and examine a number of primary source documents. Each student will 
choose a primary source to use as his or her starting-point for a final paper. For example, 
let’s say you become interested in a primary source from nineteenth-century Jamaica. You 
may wish to use this source as a lens through which to do further research on gender and 
slavery in Jamaica. The options are nearly limitless. You are encouraged to cite materials 
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from the course syllabus but you are also expected to do independent research. Students will 
present on their research during our time allotment for a final exam.  

 
Schedule of Readings 

 
Week 1, July 1- July 5, 2019   
——————————————————————————————————————— 
UNIT 1: Introductions and Foundations  
 

What is women’s history and what is gender history? How do historians deploy ‘gender’ 
as a category of historical analysis? How do racial distinctions disrupt the 
universalization of the category of woman?  
 

Monday, July 1st  
§ No readings  

 
Tuesday, July 2nd  

§ 1. Hilary McD. Beckles, “Historicizing Slavery in West Indian Feminisms,” 
Feminist Review 59 (1988): 34-56; 2. Imaobong D. Umoren, “From the Margins 
to the Center: African American Women's and Gender History since the 1970s,” 
History Compass 13 (2015): 646-658; 3. “Introduction” and “Author’s Preface” to 
Lucille Mathurin Mair, A Historical Study of Women in Jamaica, 1655-1844, 
edited by Hilary McD. Beckles and Verene A. Shepherd (Kingston: University of 
the West Indies Press, 2006) (e-book). By 9 am, post a question/comment to 
Sakai 

 
Wednesday, July 3rd  

§ No readings. Class will meet at the Rubenstein Library to examine a selection of 
archival documents. 
 
Friday, July 5th   

§ No readings 
 

Week 2, July 8- July 12, 2019 
——————————————————————————————————————— 
 
UNIT 2: Gender in Atlantic World Formation  
 

What European powers were involved in Atlantic slave trading? When did slavery in the 
Americas begin and when did it end? In what ways were American slave systems different 
than most other slave systems historically? How was gender central to the European 
colonial project and the making of the Atlantic world?  

 
Monday, July 8th  

§ 1. Historical Context: Facts About the Slave Trade 
(https://www.gilderlehrman.org/content/historical-context-facts-about-slave-



HIST 213S/AAAS 216S/GSF 211S 5 

trade-and-slavery), 2. Early Slaving Voyages 
(http://www.slavevoyages.org/assessment/essays), and 3. Melanie Newton, 
“Gender,” in The Princeton Companion to Atlantic History, ed. Joseph C. Miller, 
Vincent Brown, Jorge Cañizares- Esguerra, Laurent Dubois, and Karen Ordahl 
Kupperman, 220-225 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014) (on Sakai). 
 

UNIT 3: Sexuality and Stereotypes 
 
How did slavery help give rise to imagery of black women as hypersexual and how did 
this imagery, in turn, reinforce the ideological underpinnings of slavery? How did white 
womanhood serve as a counterpoint to ‘deviant’ black female bodies and sexuality? How 
was sexual exploitation of enslaved women a pillar of slave systems? 

 
Tuesday, July 9th  

§ No readings.  
 

Wednesday, July 10th  
§ Class cancelled  

 
Thursday, July 11th  

§ No readings. Class will meet at the Rubenstein Library to examine a selection of 
archival documents.  
 
Friday, July 12th  

§ Deborah Gray White, “Jezebel and Mammy: The Mythology of Female Slavery,” 
Chapter 1 of Ar'n't I A Woman? Female Slaves in the Plantation South (New 
York: W. W. Norton, 1985), pp. 27-61 (on Sakai); 2. Stephanie Jones-Rogers, 
“Rethinking Sexual Violence in the Marketplace of Slavery: White Women, the 
Slave Market, and Enslaved People’s Sexualized Bodies in the Nineteenth-
century South,” in Sexuality and Slavery: Reclaiming Intimate Histories of the 
Americas, ed. Daina Ramey Berry and Leslie M. Harris, 109-123 (Athens, GA: 
University of Georgia Press, 2018) (on Sakai).  

 
Week 3, July 15-July 19, 2019 
——————————————————————————————————————— 
 
UNIT 4: Partus Sequitur Ventrem, the Making of Race, and the Reproduction of Slavery 
 

How were African women’s bodies central to the process of race-making in the Atlantic 
World? What is partus sequitur ventrem and why is it important? How did slave systems 
enlist enslaved women’s bodies in the reproduction of slavery? 

 
Monday, July 15th  

§ Jennifer L. Morgan, “‘Some Could Suckle Over Their Shoulder’: Male Travelers, 
Female Bodies, and the Gendering of Racial Ideology, 1500-1770,” The William 
and Mary Quarterly 54 (1997): 167-192. 
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§ Due in class: Reading response for Unit 3 
 

Tuesday, July 16th  
§ Sasha Turner, “Home-Grown Slaves: Women, Reproduction, and the Abolition of 

the Slave Trade, Jamaica 1788-1807,” Journal of Women’s History 23 (2011): 39-
62. By 9 am, post a question/comment to Sakai. 
 
Wednesday, July 17th  

§ Hortense J. Spillers, “Mama's Baby, Papa's Maybe: An American Grammar 
Book,” Diacritics 17 (1987): 65-81.  

 
UNIT 5: Women’s Work   

 
What kind of work did slave women do and how did it vary spatially and temporally? 
How did field labor differ from household labor? Why is it important to analyze the 
plantation household as a site of economic production?    

 
Thursday, July 18th  

§ No readings.  
§ Due in class: Draft of book review. Please bring two copies for peer review 

exercise.  
 
Friday, July 19th  

§ 1. Thavolia Glymph, “‘Beyond the Limits of Decency’: Women in Slavery,” 
Chapter 2 of Out of the House of Bondage: The Transformation of the Plantation 
Household (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), pp. 32-62 (on Sakai), 
2. Martha S. Santos, “Mothering slaves, labor, and the persistence of slavery in 
Northeast Brazil: a non-plantation view from the hinterlands of Ceará, 1813–
1884,” Women’s History Review 27 (2018): 954-971. By 9 am, post a 
question/comment to Sakai. 

 
Week 4, July 22-July 26, 2019  
——————————————————————————————————————— 
 
UNIT 6: Women’s Resistance 

 
What is ‘resistance’ and how did enslaved women enact it? What are ‘everyday 
resistance’ and ‘gynecological resistance’? What are the limits of resistance as a 
category of historical analysis?   

 
Monday, July 22nd  

§ Barbara Bush, “Hard Labor: Women, Childbirth, and Resistance in Caribbean 
Slave Societies,” in More Than Chattel: Black Women and Slavery in the 
Americas, ed. Darlene Clark Hine and David Barry Gaspar, 193-217 
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1996) (on Sakai). 

§ DUE IN CLASS: Book review! 
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Tuesday, July 23rd  

§ 1. Stephanie M.H. Camp, “The Pleasures of Resistance: Enslaved Women and 
Body Politics in the Plantation South, 1830-1861,” The Journal of Southern 
History 68 (2002): 534-572, 2. Kathleen Crowther, “Poison and Protest: Sarah 
Bassett and Enslaved Women Poisoners in the Early Modern Caribbean,” 
NursingClio.Com (https://nursingclio.org/2018/03/01/poison-and-protest-sarah-
bassett-and-enslaved-women-poisoners-in-the-early-modern-caribbean/)  
 
Wednesday, July 24th  

§ No readings; class devoted to working on final projects. 
 

Thursday, July 25th  
§ Visit Nasher Museum  
§ DUE IN CLASS: Reading response for Unit 6 

 
UNIT 7: Slave Families 

 
Why is the study of slave family formation relevant to the study of women and gender? 
What did slave families look like throughout the Americas and how did slave family 
formation vary temporally and spatially? What are some of the major controversies in 
the study of slave family formation?   

 
Friday, July 26th  

§ 1. Tamara J. Walker, “The Queen of los Congos: Slavery, Gender, and 
Confraternity Life in Late-colonial Lima, Peru,” The Journal of Family History 
40 (2015): 305-322, 2. James H. Sweet, “Defying Social Death: The Multiple 
Configurations of African Slave Family in the Atlantic World,” William and Mary 
Quarterly 70 (2013): 251-272. 

 
Week 5, July 29-August 2, 2019 
——————————————————————————————————————— 
 
UNIT 8: Free Women of Color 

 
In what ways were enslaved women able to gain freedom for themselves and/or their 
children? How did the manumission of children born to enslaved women blur racial 
categories? How did gender affect free women’s experiences of life beyond slavery?  

 
Monday, July 29th  

§ No readings; in-class screening of Belle (2013)  
 
Tuesday, July 30th   

§ 1. Bernard Moitt, “Freedom from Bondage at a Price: Women and Redemption 
from Slavery in the French Caribbean in the Nineteenth Century,” Slavery and 
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Abolition 26 (2005): 247-256, 2. Rosemarijn Hoefte and Jean Jacques Vrij, “Free 
Black and Colored Women in Early-Nineteenth-Century Paramaribo, Suriname,” 
in Beyond Bondage: Free Women of Color in the Americas, ed. David Barry 
Gaspar and Darlene Clark Hine (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 
2004), 145-168 (on Sakai).   

 
UNIT 9: Life After Slavery 

 
What expectations did enslaved and formerly enslaved women have for themselves and 
their families after slavery? 

 
Wednesday, July 31st  

§ No readings 
§ DUE IN CLASS: Reading response for Unit 8  

 
Thursday, August 1st  

§ 1. Camillia Cowling, “‘She Was Now a Free Woman’: Ex-Slave Women and the 
Meanings of Urban Freedom,” Chapter 7 of Conceiving Freedom: Women of 
Color, Gender, and the Abolition of Slavery in Havana and Rio de Janeiro 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2014) (e-book); 2. Bridget 
Brereton, “Family Strategies, Gender and the Shift to Wage Labour in the British 
Caribbean,” in The Colonial Caribbean in Transition: Essays on 
Postemancipation Social and Cultural History, ed. Bridget Brereton and Kevin A. 
Yelvington, 77-107 (Kingston: University of the West Indies Press, 1999) (on 
Sakai). By 9 am, post a question/comment to Sakai. 
 
Friday, August 2nd  

§ No readings 
§ Due in class: A draft of your final paper. Please bring two copies for an in-class 

peer review exercise.  
 
Week 6, August 5-August 8, 2019 
——————————————————————————————————————— 
 
UNIT 10: Dreams Deferred: Hard Times in the Era of Emancipation   

 
How did racial and class-based stratification and violence curtail emancipated women’s 
freedom? In what ways did formerly enslaved women contest limits to their liberty? How 
is emancipation an ongoing project? 

 
Monday, August 5th  

§ 1. Marek Steedman, “Gender and the Politics of Household in Reconstruction 
Louisiana, 1865–1878,” in Gender and Slave Emancipation in the Atlantic World, 
ed. Pamela Scully and Diana Paton, 310-326 (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2005) (e-book), and 2. Natasha Lightfoot, “‘Their Coats were Tied Up like Men’: 
Women Rebels in Antigua’s 1858 Uprising,” Slavery and Abolition 31 (2010): 
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527-545. By 9 am, post a question/comment to Sakai. Guest lecture by Kristina 
Williams, PhD Candidate, Department of History, Duke University. 
 
Tuesday, August 6th  

§ No readings; class time spent working on and discussing final projects. 
 
Wednesday, August 7th  

§ No readings; class time spent working on and discussing final projects.  
 
 

§ UNIT 11: Conclusions 
 
Thursday, August 8th  

§ Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” Small Axe 26 (2008): 1-14. 
 
Friday, August 9th, 2019, 7:00-10:00 pm: FINAL PRESENTATIONS 
 
Part of being a scholar means being able to talk with your peers about each other’s work. This is 
an opportunity to do just that. Please prepare to give an informal presentation of your final 
project research, approximately 10 minutes in length. You won’t be given a grade for this; it’s 
meant to be relaxed and enjoyable. Please bring a copy of your final paper.  


