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THE BLOOD OF MOTHERS:
WOMEN, MONEY, AND MARKETS IN
YORUBA-ATLANTIC PERSPECTIVE

Andrew Apter

The question which I pursue in this essay concerns the impejwt of Wes't Aﬁfliffl ::
constructions of womanhood and female agency on the plantathn societies of the F
Americas. The character of this influence is complex and.varlable, gnor}ger 13 g
some areas than in others according to changing ?COHOI’I’II(:,,“dSIIlogIaphIC, i,n .
sociopolitical conditions on the ground, not Fo menngn thg different sla\ée Ii:lji ;Is, A
ports of embarkation, and modes of collecting captives for the dreaded Middle

Passage across the Atlantic. The criteria for assessing this impact are 2.1,}30 com-.
plex, ranging from what historian Philip Curtin calls “the numbers game _—deter(;
mining ethnic populations that were transshipped, in what gender proportions, an

to which destinations—to mechanisms of cultural transmission and creolization,

what for anthropologists Sydney Mintz and Richard Price is nothing less than the

birth of Aftican American culture. To date, the emphasis on African b'aselmei 011111- |
tures has shifted from the specific “tribal origins™ that anthropologist Melvi ‘;
Herskovits originally invoked in the 1930s and 1940s to.ward gepetal procee‘;ses' of L
creolization and ethnogenesis originating in the slave ships and f'lJIthCI dev'e oping o
within the new social frameworks of the plantation co%nplex"2 This change in f.cl)cus :
from “roots” to “routes” is also marked by a more active understanding of African

cultural influences, seen less as survivals and retentions resisting assimilation and

more as cultural extensions and imventions, mediating the very processes (?f cre- :
olization and mobilizing resistance against the slaveholding class’ _I w1lld'not_..___f..;:
review these key positions within Aftrican Diaspora and Black Atlantic Studies, o

ighli ing focus on women and gender in plantation soci- e 1
save only to highlight the growing -} parts of Togo and Ghana, the blood of mothers is a key figure or trope that congeals,

1i i that were variably |
i est African constructions of womanhood ' . .
ctics, and the Wes . through its concentrated array of meanings, a number of sociocultural processes and

reworked in the Americas. Since the 1985 landmark public‘ation of Deboraf} G;'ay._ :.
White’s Ar 'n't [ a Woman'!, women have moved from periphery to center in bIS; .
torical studies of Atlantic slavery—not merely “added” as part of the story, but :

. . R .
changing our understanding of its core contradictions . B :
I\%Iy ggoal is to deepen this focus on gender by developing a West African model

of womanhood and agency and applying it to social relations.of production an(i ._
reproduction across a range of plantation societies. In so doing, 1 hope to ge .

“beneath” the Ewopean gender ideologies that inform so much of the relevan
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archive in order to approach an African American perspective on the gender
dynamics of slave life and community—one that drew upon idioms of fertility and
witchcraft and derived from the position of women in markets 5 There are several
caveats fo this approach that €Xpose my atgument to a number of criticisms, not
least of which concerns the status of the model that I propose and its representa-
tiveness among Aftican American communities in the Americas But I offer it less
as a definitive interpretation than as an extended hypothesis, a productive line of
inquity to pursue. Clearly, enslaved African women were generally “exported”
from the continent in lesser numbets than men, from myriad locations, and found
themselves in a broader array of New World dislocations as victims of labor
explottation, 1ape, and ruptured family relations.® But it is precisely within the
dialectics of social reproduction and transformation that the values of West
Aftican womanhood were abstracted and reshaped, mapping onto emerging rela-
tions of opposition and mediation, and to some extent informing them In what
ways and degrees are questions that can be pursued in particular case studies My
preliminary goal is to set the stage for such research, beginning with material from
Yorubaland in Nigeria where markets are historically female domains.

THE BLOOD OF MOTHERS

The model of West African womanhood that took effect in the Americas is asso-
ciated with the blood of mothers, a highly fetishized, indeed potent substance that
accounts for the “secret” of women— that which gives them the ability to conceive
and give birth. As I shall argue, the cultural semantics of the blood of mothers is at
once concrete and abstract, a distilled essence of womanhood with positive and neg-
ative values, as it were; positive in the capacity to mix with male sperm and create
new life; negative in the menses, understood as “bad blood” ejected by the womb
because it cannot create new life, and feared by men precisely because it can neu-
tralize their most powerful medicines through physical contact 7 Among Yoruba
speaking peoples in southwest Nigeria, as well as in the Republic of Benin and even

domains that give it much more than “biological” significance, Focusing on the
secrets and mysteries of childbirth, Yoruba ideas of fertility extend to the reproduc-
tion of social and political relations, managed by priestesses who mnvoke the orisha
(deities) and, during annual festivals of “carrying watet,” bring the orisha’s power
into the fown in ritnal bottles and calabashes to revitalize the community 3

The critical moment of these annual orisha festivals, during 7j¢ Iponmi, o1 the
“Day of Carrying Water,” occurs when the possession priestesses (oldotun) “put



74 The Tournal of African American History

their water down,” delivering the charged containers of the orisha’s sacred water
(omi) into the king’s palace and their associated town shrines. Should the “water”

balanced on the devotee’s head fall or spill, havoc will ensue, requiring cleansing .}

tituals to allay the witchcraft that will result. Enemies of the town are thought to
use juyi: medicines to sabotage the safe passage of the priestesses by making them
stumble and fall, causing the calabash to break apart, or, as in one popular account
that T recorded, by seizing a container with an invisible power and suspending it

in mid-air® Thus salt is sprinkled to “sweeten” the route and neutralize any -

bad medicines that might thwart the priestesses’ safe passage and delivery Indeed,
the entire collective drama is modeled on the delivery of childbirth As the priest-

esses exit the bush shrine for the town, balancing the revitalizing powers of the |
orisha’s “water” on their heads, they receive the protective blessing, backed by a i
sacrifice, “May she carry it safely and putit down™ (£ jé k’6 gheé lo s’ile). Thesame =1+
blessing is given to a pregnant woman seeking the protection of an orisha, that she i
carry the fetus safely and deliver it without mishap Ritual reproduction of the |
community, like human reproduction, rests on the irreducible secret of woman- %
hood—the hidden blood of mothers. i

There is more to this basic ritual correspondence between human and social

reproduction than meets the eye, as the expansive meanings of fertility throughout bl
West Africa suggest How does the blood of motherhood, with its positive and 38
negative values, relate to the broader social processes that it mediates and embod- b
ies? We can fill in the picture by sketching the position of Yoruba women in three |
related domains: those of the family, or domestic domain; the lineage system, or = |
politico-juridical domain; and the market, that historic spheie of economic : i

exchange organized and controlled by women

Household and Family

Like many family forms throughout West Afiica, Yoruba households were (and - ¢
in many areas remain) teaditionally polygynous, with one man marrying several
wives if he was a successful farmer, craftsman, military leader, chief, or entiepre- -
neur; and with each wife sharing domestic responsibilities while giving birth to as . i
many children as possible Each wife characteristically has had her own room with- - -
in the larger compound, where she would sleep, store her trading supplies, and -}
retreat from domestic squabbles. In principle, the wives are ranked by seniotity of .
marriage into the husband’s compound, with the first wile, “Iya ilé.” presiding over |
her junior co-wives, but jealousies and rivalries result in alternative pattetns Status® r.
among co-wives by seniotity is offset by the number of their children, how success- - |
ful they are, and perceptions of favoritism from their husband So important are the. =
co-wives’ identities as mothers that they refer to each other using teknonyms, as in

Iyé Bimpé (mother of Bimpe) or Ivé ibeji (mother of twins). A wife who remains: chief or title-holder-with collective rights and resources, including access to

childless js not fully incorporated into the family, since she is not contributing to its: |- farming land and political titles As strictly exogamous units, the daughters marry
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u?production and expansion, and might be sent back to her parents She is (o0 b
P]tled, bgt also resented and despised—a woman not fully realized as a 1:10?11 ;
indeed Wilth no proper houschold name Likely seen as a victim of witchcraft sheeifs,
also de‘stmed to become something of a witch herself, taking revenge on her rival 10
WltChCI‘a‘,fF accusations within the domestic group are direcied primarsii
betxygen co-wives and focused on their children. If a wife loses a child to diseas !
ot fails to conceive, divination usually reveals a jealous co-wife as the cause .
who used her witcheraft to sabotage her rival. Asa matter of course co-wivesﬂlgne
share the same cooking hearth, but they never piepare food for ea;h other’s chz'ily
dI'GI:l .to avold accusations of poisoning For the work of the witch is the inver. 1 ;
fexjahty The witch causes death, impotence, and infertility by consumin thehls”etg
as it develops in the womb, transforming hersel{ into a nighf bird and sfckin eths
life-force from within—as in the very term ajé, a contraction of #vd je? or “mfth ‘
gats.” She kills the living children of her co-wives by draining tl-lei.r iﬂood in nof::f
turnal ,feasts_ with her coven. A witch can even causé male impotence by stealin
a man’s penis and using it to have sex with another woman. Moreover Witchcraigt
is ot an aberration that can be eliminated, but is a potentiality within al,l women-—

an 1mmanent if latent negative appetite opposed to, yet embedded within, the life-
producing forces of their mysterious blood ! ’
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Diagram 1. Polygyny and Matrisegmentation.
From Schwab, “Kinship and Lineage,” 367

Lineage Dynamics
} nihe negatllve., life-c:(_)nsuming idiom of Yoruba wiichcraft assumes broader
: Sg uficance within the lineage, manifesting divisive processes of segmentation
- |2 . g ’

ston, and optation. '* Patriarchal and patrilineal in principle, the Yoruba lineage

- (idile) consists of groups of households beneath a recognized male elder—often a
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out into other lineages, and the wives marry in from other lineages, reproducing,

as mothers, the lincages of their husbands. Indeed, the bridewealth paid to the :
bride’s family has nothing to de with “buying” the wife herself, as is sometimes |
mistakenly suggested, but establishes lincage rights in her offspting If a Yoruba

mother divorces her husband and wishes to regain custody of her children, het

family must return the original bridewealth It is not, however, through divorce _:'
that women destabilize the lineage system, but through the very logic of lineage |
segmentation, which occurs between half-brothers—sons of the same father but of - |

different mothers. Developing from the structure of polygynous houscholds, the

children of one mother (pmo ivd) differentiate themselves from each other, part- :
ly because each mother remains financially responsible for her offspring, but also 5
because each group of full siblings inherits the father’s estate in equivalent por-. -
tions, per stitpes (diagram 1).** And because such sibling groups compete against .. |
each other for influence and control over lineage resources and affairs, they form 'f"
intergenerational segments defined through brothers of the same fathet but of dif- 2
ferent mothers.' Women as mothers thus become the nodal points through which:
lincage segmentation occurs, establishing latent lines of cleavage between groups - 5
of full siblings and their descendants through their very position as outsiders who s
reproduce the lineage itself Moreover, such latent Jines of division are activated_‘--:
by competition for impartible resources, most notably civil and even royal politi- - -
cal titles that devolve patrilineally, precipitating fuli-fledged fission when a seg-
ment breaks away from the lineage and establishes its autonomy through a sepa-'-}
rate ancestor. Yoruba local histories are full of accounts of brothers who fought |

over access to a title, ot over the division of meat at a funeral, thereby breaking
- Money and Markets

the lineage into two.'* Inevitably, they are half-brothers with the same father and -

different mothers since they represent entire lineage segments at their point of

structural division (diagram 2)

In addition to lineage segmentation and fission, women as mothers could fur- |-

thet destabilize the patrilineage thiough complementary filiation and lineage opta-
tion !¢ Tn exceptional cases, a man could make claims on his mother’s patrilineage
to gain access to land o1 political title, including the kingship itself Leading to lin-
eage optation, when a son “opted” out of his own patrilineage and into that of his
mother, this socially sanctioned transfer of allegiances amounted to a form of lin-
eage “cannibalism ” Fanning these flames were the winds of mercantile profif.

Since mothers, as traders, provided for their childten, successful market women.
could become far wealthier and more influential than their husbands, precipitating .
the divisive dynamics of lineage segmentation and fission, undermining male.
authotity in the household, and luring sons away from their patrilines with prom-
ises of maternal inhetitance. Thus the blood of mothers and lineage reproduction
had its polluted, negative dimension, the inverse of fertility, undermining the lin-
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Zage through flSSlO]":l and optation. To appreciate the economic dimensions of such
angerous transfusions and transmutations, we can turn to the role of women in
matkets, where wives and mothers doubled as traders and merchants.

MAJOR SEGMENT
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BT e o et et o et

A Fay — e
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Diagram 2. Lineage Segmentation and Fission.
From Schwab, “Kinship and Lineage,” 361.

e L‘1‘k-e many ngen thrpughout the interlocking network of periodic markets and
eir “ring cycles” extending from Senegambia to the eastern Cameroons, Yoruba

- women historically have controlled town and village markets by organizing into

(omo iyd) associations, pooling credit, and selling agricultural produce—beginning

- with that of their husbands, who normally provided them with their initial trading

1 .
capital O@upymg stal_]s at the center of kingdoms and subordinate towns, market
women dominate the quintessential space of the public sphere, that center W’]'IE:IE the

- r‘0§ds dmd%'ng chiefly jurisdictions converged, where town criers and king’s messen-
: Eets maFIe important announcements, and where the townspeople could also mobi-
- l1ze against local and government figures, often led by the market women them-

Iﬂ juet 2

In institutional terms, the market women were tepresented by a female chief

- the yalode (mother of the outside, the public), who was to some degree masculin-

ized by her ?conomic %mcl political power, marked by the coral beads of chiefiain-
y and man’s hat that in some kingdoms entitled her to a seat on the king’s coun-
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cil. Moreover, given the association of authority with seniotity so characteristic of

Yoruba social relations, the more powerful and prosperous matket women were -

older, spending more time trading and less time tending to household duties after
their children had grown, married, or moved away The senior market women

were thus typically postmenopausal, a status at once prestigious and respected, but
also feared and resented as their witchcraft was more powerful For the blood of - 1
these female elders was no longer fertile, and no longer flowed Their barren
wombs were seen to trap the menstrual blood that is both polluted and powerful, L
turning them into vessels of concentrated ase, the vital force of ritual potency and. 0
effective verbal command. An illustrative praise-name for these aged mothers is- -

“the one with the vagina that turns upside down witbout pouring blood. ™

The profound association of female blood with motherhood and market
women forms a pair of contrastive values. The good blood of procreative fertility = |
and childbirth and its inverse, the infertile blood of menstruation and witcheraft, e

are present in all women in varying propottions, but shift toward the negative pole |
4l autonomy, and accumu- . |-

as womern pass menopause, gain economic and politic

late greater wealth through extended market activities Wealthy market women
can undermine male authority in the home, pr ecipitating rivalry between co-wives, |-
lineage fission and optation, while increasing their spatial mobility and autonomy s
by attending markets in neighboring towns following their calibrated cycles of .}
matket days Tn this capacity their witchcraft is accentuated Given the periodic |-
cycle of Yoruba markets, which occur every “five” days In cvery town, and coin- " f
cide with the monthly meetings of the eghé associations, their timing mirrors the | -
periodicity of menstruation, as if extending women’s reproductive cycles into the |
cconomic cycles of social reproduction through exchange *' The work of the mar- -
ket woman is thus necessary but dangerous. Like the mother who converts blood
and sperm into new life, the ultimate blessing, the female trader converts money |
and commaodities into new wealth through exchange, producing a surplus that ben- |
efits the community at large by adding to the vitality of the market itself Duting’

the major town festivals of the orisha, prayers for agricultural productivity, fertile:
women, and prosperous markets accompany sacrifices to shrines and altars in the
marketplace. An active market anima
represents a kingdom in decline But if a healthy market circulates value (money,
commodities) throughout the social body, it can also be blocked and sabotaged by

the market woman in her capacity as a witch Successful women traders—some--
times called “Cash Madams™ after the huge wads of cash that they store in theif.

bras and wrappers as well as the conspicuous wealth they have accumulated over
the years—may be publicly praised, but privately they are often suspected of

tes a kingdom, a weak or enervated market
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witchcraft # Although their very bodies celebrate corporeal largesse, they are
secretly maligned for blocking the flow of money and blood Success%‘ul fgmale
Fraders are resented as hoarders, often accused of hiding scarce commodities to
inflate prices and protect themselves against loss They are believed to violate the
rules of the egbé association by putting personal pfofit before collective trust
These same wornen are also said to be afflicted with abnormal pregnancies Ihé
Cash Madam’s large belly is sometimes rumored to contain a blocked fetu; that
grows for years It is only when such a witch is ritually detected and cleansed that
her hypettrophic issue (much like Rabelais’s Gargantﬁa) is violently expelled
What I am suggesting is that the bivalent blood of mothers in ‘Yorubalandf
al:]d throughout West Africa where market women prevail-—is socioculturally and
historically associated with their contradictory roles as wives and mothers 031]1 the
fm.e hand, and as traders and merchants on the other, framed in the antithetical
idioms of fertility and witchcraft. As wives and mothers, they reproduce their hus-
band’s patrilineage, but in this very capacity they competé with their co-wives
generating division and witcheraft accusations Within the domestic domain a;
well as segmentation, fission, and even optation within the lineage system at la;' e
As market women, they sell their husband’s produce for gain, but the profits tl*ige
accumulate can undermine male authority, individually within the householg
tlu‘qugll econornic influence and the prospects of inhe{itaﬁce, as well as collective-
¥y, in the market place, where egbe associations consolidate their corporate
influence and power It is surely no coincidence that the same term egbé refers to
the coven of witches that meets in the market, at the base of the fr'ok'o trfee durin
noﬁumal feasts that drain the blood of their victims—the children of'co-w:ives og;
their_ffetuses within Nor is 1t surprising that their witchcraft power itself devol;fes
mlatr'ﬂmeally from mothers to daughters, an essence that can be allayed but never
eliminated from female blood and its generational lines. Moreover,‘ as vessels of

. transmission women double as agents of conversion—if their wombs combine
.- male “water” with female blood to create new life for the patrilineage, their trays
] agd. calabashes convert commeodities into money Measuring exchange’values th);t
i circulate throughout the social body, they convért money into “blood” as the flow

of socially reproductive value » In their fertile capacities, women as mothers and

: ttaders control human and social reproduction As witches, they subvert fertilit

g by sabotaging, even cannibalizing, proczeative vitality and by blécking the flow 0};
money ragd cgrnmodities—homding, hiding, and accumulatling profit by taking it
: Oiflt of cuculatlc'm. The purest expression of illicit wealth is found in Yoruba idioms
E money—malfnng 'magic, which converts the blood of kidnapped children into
- tand-new naira bills. Such “soaked” or “hot” money is typically unproductive



80

and infertile; gained without labor, it is spent without gain ** A market woman will

guard against s

witches are feared and despised for their cannibalistic appetites and destructive

agency, as
their blood lies the “secret” of their power and value 2

NEW WORLD TRANSFORMATIONS

What does this exploratory glimpse into the
have to do with enslaved women in the Americas

diaspotic im

Eitst, there were general demographic tren
cultural comnection From the 1650s €

patrilineal, and women dominate
women, contrasting with higher male 1atios o

grants were also important during this hi

explicit, sustained by a lower ratio o

following Mintz and Price, structured interaction and communication among cap-:
tives from various ethnicities in Aftic

were unconsciously bridged by underlying values and cognitive orientations; and

the vertical domination of Europeans ovet A
tics of resistance, accommodation, an
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uch nefarious transmutations of value precisely because they rep- B
resent the negative limits of her witchcraft potentialities—the conversion of vital .
force into bad blood, of exchange value into unproductive surplus. If “actual”

potential witches Yoruba women are honored and respected, for within -:';

blood of mothers in Yorubaland w
9 By what possible stretch of the . -
agination can we relate Yoruba constructions of motherhood and L

womanhood to the radically different histotical conditions of plantation societies? . |
ds that support such an attenuated - |-

o 1750s—as the Attantic plantation complex
coalesced—concentrations of African captives from the Bights of Benin and |
Biafia represented a 500-mile belt of culturally and economically linked societies i
surrounding a Yoruba “core,” where houscholds wete polygynous, descent was
d a network of periodic markets. Moreover, an -
uncharacteristically high proportion of these captives (about 40 percent) were |
f the Upper Guinea and West Central -
Aftican trade, and with prevailing higher numbers of male captives during the fol- -
lowing one hundied years.?® To be sure, Senegalese and Congolese forced emi- - 4
oh period of the Atlantic trade, as the wide. b
distribution of “Foulah,” “Mandingo,” and “Congo” ethnonyms in the Americas .
implies, but their cultural configurations of gender and procreation appear less |
f females and—as with the Afio-Caribbean = |
religions of Vodou, Santeria, and Candomblé—largely assimilated to Fon-Yoruba .
models instead Second, transcending the question of Yoruba influence as such is
the broader significance of those underlying regional models or “grammats” that;.

a who were thrown together in the holds of:

the ships and regrouped in the Americas Crucial to this approach to creolization:
are two fundamental axes of “yefabrication” in the making of African American . |
culture: the horizontal axis between enslaved Africans whose ethnic differences;

fricans, framing the complex dialec-:
d co-determination that their encounter:
entailed 27 It is thus within such a sociohistorical matrix that the blood of mothers:
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was remapped, extending beyond the confines of a specific ethnic culture to
embiace -the broader underlying cognitive orientations that it shared with other
West.Af’ncans, as well as the Furopean ideologies of race, gender, blood, and pro
creation, which it both resisted and accommodated. ’ , , P
Tet us begin with this latter correspondence between African and European
conceptions of womanhood and sexuality, as it relates to Affican women We Eave
seent ‘from the Yoruba model of womanhood and its complementary principles of
feItlll‘Fy anq witcheraft that female power and agency are both reproductive and
tr'ansfo_rmatwe, giving birth and taking life according to distinctive qualities and
dispositions of blood—-good blood (procreative) vs. bad (menses), circulating vs
blolcked, generative vs extractive or consumptive. These positive a;ld negativegval-
uations o_f womanhood, informing regional West African idioms more broadly, res-
onated Wlth Esimilar contrastive sets deployed within hegemonic Euiopean disZ:)urs—
es of p11@t1ve barbarity and illicit desire. In her exploration of “porno-tropical”
travel w-ntmg fiom the late 16th through the 18th century, historian Iegnifer
Morgan identifies a dominant icon of Aftican womanhood and f’ertility——thé image
olftf:n portrayed in engravings, of African mothers with pendulous breasts emp}%a—,
f;lzlﬂg a hypertrophic physiology of lactation and labor in what became z; natural-
ized chattfz_t of female enslavement > In one widely circulating elaboration of this
theme, Afiican women working the fields simultaneously suckled children on their
ballclfs by throwing their elongated breasts over their shoﬁlders, embodying the con-
flicting demands of production and reproduction in figurations of the sexual
grotesque. In his popular Description (1732) of the Guinea Coast, the slave trader
and explorer John Barbot thus wrote of “the poor babes, so carr:’d about at their
mf)ther's’ backs and how freely they suck the breasts, which are always full of
milk, over -their mothers’ shoulders, and sleep soundly in that odd posture »#
Opposing this image of mammarian motherhood was a complementary dis-
course of “lust and depravity” in which “hot constitution’d Ladies™ with firm and
shapely breasts tested European men’s reserve and resolve (figure 1) Whether
abhprred as nymphomaniacs or admired as seductive beauties thesé figures of
African womanhood emphasized desire and sexuality over fertifity and reproduc-

: tion, many drawn without children as temptresses and concubines. William Smith
who mapped the Gold Coast in 1727 for the Royal African Company, quotes the resj

ident British factor Charles Wheeler, who received a concubine from a local king:

HfEI i}ovely Bieasts, whoge Seftmess to the Touch nothing can exceed, were quite bare, and so
\g:d;t er ‘Body to h;r [waist] . .and though she was black, that was amply Iecompenc’:i by the
od n;ss of her Skin, the begutlful Proportion and exact Symmetry of each Part of her Body.
21; i i natlural, pl?ia}slam and inariificial Method of her Behaviour She was not forward, not ye;
y, when I pressed her lovely Breasts, she gently stroal’d my Hand ili ,
with equal Ardour and Fervancy ™ y Handand smiling met my Saue
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In addition to the community of Afio-European “creolgs” that developed aiounfl :
the European-built forts and “castles” on the West African coast, and 1t1}'lef n:laj— .
riages” of convenience arranged between European factors and local ¢ 1&; s,d. is -
passage reflects a contrastive register to the “overl‘—the sh_oulder bteasi— ceding |
mother,” one which valorizes firm breasts and perfect bodies over the “uberous -

dugges” of the nursing mother-laborer

Figure 1. Henry Stanley Resisting Temptation.
From J. W. Bruel, Heroes of the Dark Continent (Richmond, VA, 1890).
Reprinted in Brantlinger, “Victorians and Africans,” 215,

The socioeconomic and political meanings of reproduction and 'tta'nsfon.na_tlon_.___ .
throughout the plantation societies of the Americas were ftamed. within rac1ahzeg
relations of production and exchange—of boundaries .systejmatlcally u.pheld ar |
transgressed—that will be examined in due course. At this pqlnt we can sm_lply not(;_ =
how the antimonies of black womanhood were stereotyped into famlllar- figures (i”'
loyalty and lust Nowhere is the opposition more clearly e.:xpressed t1313an in a‘nteb; 0
qun contrasts between Mammy and Jezebel in the American South * Evoking t'e--: i
image of the black “mammarian mother,” Mammy 1epresented .the loval domeslt(lic o
servant who served as the lynchpin of the “Big House,” running the househo c{
attending to her mistress, and manifesting in her bigness and l?lackness a ‘s‘uuolgate :
form of social lactation. Indeed, mammy as mammary was, in effect, a sunogatg :
mistress and mother” who was so devoted to her young white charges that s}'le coul g
double as their wet-nurse (figure 2).* Against this image of black maternalism, thé
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figure of Jezebel posed a sexualized threat, attending not to her mistress’s children,
but rather male desires and needs Such “[NJegro wenches” were purchased to work
as courtesans and prostitutes in the elite-sponsored “Fancy Trade,” but within the

confines of the plantation and its domestic interiors, they were reputed to exchange

in reality they were ravished and raped, such women were constructed as agents of
seduction, evoking the image of the Afiican temptress and her natural promiscuity ¥
As historian Deborah Gray White portrays the mythic contrast:

On the one hand there was the woman obsessed with matters of the flesh, on the other was the
asexual woman One was carnal, the other maternal One was at heart g slut, the other was
deeply religious One was Jezebel, the other a Mammy *

To appreciate the socioeconomic dynamics of reproduction (fertility) and transfor-
mation (witcheraft) that this social construction conveyed, and the blood-based
cultural idioms with which they resonated, we can turn to the dominant social
domains where enslaved women occupied central roles,

Figure 2. Domestic Sainthood and Social Lactation.
Left, Hattie McDaniel as “Mammy” in “Gone with the Wind,” www.nitdb.con.
Right, African wet-nurse in Brazil, from Gilberto Freyre, Estévio Pinto, and Tvan Wasth
Rodrigues, Casa Grande e Senzala em Quadvinhos {Recife, Brazil, 20003,

. Household and Family

The scholarship on the family patterns among enslaved Afticans and African

- Americans in the New World reveals a broad range of ttends and types correlated
with the plantation systems in which they were embedded. 1 do not have space in
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this more analytical exercise to adequately navigate this complex terrain, but I will

highlight key tensions within family forms that correspond to the values of fertil- g
ity and witchcraft in Yoruba domestic groups. First, it is obvious that the norma- i

tive models of West African family organization were sevetely undermined in the

Americas by conditions imposed by the slaveholding class: not just the destruc-- i
tion of families through exploitation and sale, but also through direct interventions .
into domestic life—arranging unions and marriages, lending or renting out -

enslaved workers to other plantations, drawing some into the Big House or send-

ing them back into the fields, the violation of enslaved gitls and women, not to
mention the decimation of aging slaves through overwork, punishment, malnour- -

ishment, and neglect Nor was the plantation itself a stable environment—it

tesponded to changing fortunes and market conditions as ownets sold enslaved ']

men, women, and children to covet debts and losses, and was subject to its own

dynamics of generational succession when children inherited and divided estates L
Nonetheless, Aftican American families did manage to develop and precariously .
endure, bolstered by the development of provision grounds, serving as havens of

protection and survival, and sometimes producing extended compounds connect-

ed by polygynous unions. Mote than any other social domain, the slaves” house- = |
holds served as repositoties of African values for women, not in simplistic terms |
of passive preservation, but as self-conscious spaces of opposition to the Big

House and its European codes of domesticity.”’

If the Yoruba-based model of household witchcraft derived from tensions gen--
erated by polygyny, leading—as we saw—1t0 the divisive dynamics of lineage seg-
mentation, fission, and optation, New World families among the enslaved Africans .
were rarely granted the fieedom to expand along these lines, but displaced and
diverted the blood of mothers both “inward” and “outward ” To be sure, multigen- - |
erational families, polygynous tendencies, and principles approaching patrilineal g
succession did develop in variable degrees. Stevenson observes that “Virginia's |

slaves were part of a variety of marriage, family, and household types, nuclear and

extended family structures; monogamous, polygamous, and serial marriages; single-

and multiple generational houscholds of various combinations of kin, friends, and
sometimes strangers,” with variations corresponding to small and large holdings 3.

Historian Barbara Bush, drawing on Barry Higman, notes that in Jamaica, -
Trinidad, and Barbados, “extended or polygynous houscholds wete often based on |-
a seties of contiguous units built atound a yard and enclosed by a fence The indi- -} -
vidual units were occupied by mothers and children in the case of polygynous |
households and by nuclear units in the case of extended family households, an’
arrangement which is common in West African societies "** This passage could
apply to a Yoruba compound, with its separate rooms and units for each co-wife:
and her children arranged around the husband (or other senjor males) within a sin

- From The Gleaner Pictovial Album, vol. I (Londom, 1888),
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gle walled domicile (figure 3). And notwithstanding the imposition of matrilineal
descent through official European legal codes, according to which a slave’s stat:
devolvgd through his or her mother, patrilineal trends asserted themselves whej
collective property was at stake 4 In 18th-century Jamaica, “rights to provision
grounds and houses were passed on by slave fathers to their ,families ” WI?th rior-
ity accgtded fo the eldest son *' But despite this evidence of incipie;lt patri]ljineal
group mc':orporatlon, slave households tended toward matrifocal and nucleated
forms, w1tb shallow generations, conjugal pairs, or “single” mothers with “away”
husband.s tiving on distant properties or plantations * It is therefore not surprisi ¢

jfhat White highlights witchcraft conflicts between some bonded women cgrn I:f
ing over men in the antebellum South, not as institutionalized Co-wives as sfch

but in what could be seen as proto-polygynous formations. With family fissio :
resulf‘:mg from forced sales and relocations, however, the blood-based anfimon' )
of w1tphcraﬁ and fertility were concentrated onto the mother-child bond its llefs
wherein procreation and protection vied with abortion and infanticide -

Figure 3. 19th-Century Yoruba Compound in West Africa.

13. Reprinted in Marjorie Kenist
Mclntosh, Yoruba Women, Work and Social Change (Bloomington, IA 20J09) 83 e

Motherhood for enslaved women was ambivalent and fraught, embodying the

: sgntra(‘iiction.s of production and reproduction—between “labor units” and
o ils,eii:le% erllllgsr;’—wrlthm dthe woml?’s generati\fe powers * Consistently low fer-
- iy ‘of o o ngoiii a:e women in thg Americas hgve been attributed to a vari-

. actors, ranging from mainutrition, unsanitaty conditions,
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traumatic stress, and the physiology of exhausted bodie:s to syster}’latlc_abomon
and infanticide that weze nothing less than a “gynecological I'?YOH agallnst SII:T_ El
ery itself *° Planters were explicitly preoccupied with low fertility and hilglll cd% d . ..
mbrtality, favoring “breeding wenches™ over barren women though widely 1S(i o
tributed rewards and sanctions, Historian Bernard Moitt notes thaF in Jamaica an A
Barbados as well as in the French Antilles, female s%aves were given money an.d £
cloth for each successful delivery, with wotk exemptions accruing for every addi- -
tional child. Barbara Bush reports that Jamaican rewar;ds 1ncludefi Ialger. rooms _...:.:_:: :
and houses for slave mothers and infants. White descnbe§ hov_v? in Georgla and .
South Carolina, pregnant slaves and nursing women were given lighter Vlvo-rkloz;ds. :
on “trash gangs,” receiving additional clothing and an extra weelf ‘of rétlons or L
each birth *® But if successful childbirth brought material rewards, fallgd Ieprodﬁi; :
tion exacted its costs, including forced sale, whippings, and even the iron collar ¥’

Planters blamed pregnant slaves and midwives for miscarriages, stillbirths, and :

infant deaths either indirectly due to the bad “blood” of their imputed pror?lscuci :
ity, or directly, as willfirl killers. The Jamaican plaptocrat Edward Long be 16\;3
that “most black women [were] subject to obstructions of the mensttu‘a (’1’110nt y.
periods),” leading to “incurable” sterility Indeeq, “n}enstrual maladies ;Nelf: a

commen affliction in the plantation South, including a}menorthea (lack o _men- £
strual flow), abnormal bleeding between cycles (sorr'letlmles caused by (l;.elpgn or
malignant tumors), and abnormal discharges (relsu-lltmg fiom sucb con %tLonsl as:___::__:
gonorrhea, tumors, and prolapsed uterus),” in addition to comphcatlons w1tbpreg}1_ 0
nancy such as “convulsions, retention of the glacenta, icctop.lc pregnancy, breec
presentation, premature fabor, and uterine rigidlty 74 Infant dlseaie suqh as’ ,n.flona-: E
tal tetanus (refanus nascentivm) was also w1d§spread, .kqowP as Iock_jaw, ow(;
jaw,” and “mal & machoir” because in paralyzing the infant’s llatynx, 11: prelvenf;e kI
the newborn from feeding at the breast * This blocked.ﬂow of_ mothgr s milk res- -
onates with blood-draining idioms of West African witchcraft, particularly since i

the disease was attributed to the midwives’ mistreatment of the umbilicus, that_
itreducible channel between mother and fetus that must be properly severed for a
Safegzili\;;zd blood and low fertility were connected morally and nqedically in the
minds of the planters, it was widespread evidence of secr_et egao'rtlons ’t’h;; n;osst
directly implicated mothers and midwives as fetus-destroying “witches a}Ill ;] :
were convinced, not always without reason, that enslaved womeg abp\rted VY1t » ;
assistance of midwives, whose roles as herbalists and even hospitaliéres provide

them access to a range of abortifacients. Tennessee physician John H Morgan 1den—-:

tified “the hetbs of tansy and rue, the roots and seed of the cotton plant, pennyroy-

. : . ‘ a8

al, cedar berries, and camphor, either in gum or spirits,” whereas one Dr. ;Illom y
; i i i ower;:
Dancer in Barbados recorded “Cerasee, Barbados Pride, Wild Passion ;
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Water Germander and Wild Tansey,” as indigenous plants inducing labor in
wormen ! Although distributions of abortion by Afirican ethnicity are impossible to
determine with any precision, it is significant that in Saint Domingue, with its his-
torically “Congolese” or Central African imports, it was “les femmes Aradas” from
the Dahomean slave trade who were patticulatly associated with abortion and were
punished with iron collars the same as recidivist maroons ** Moitt describes similar
associative afflictions on the Flauriau Plantation in Saint Domingue, where one
enslaved midwife named Arada— as if personifying her “nation”™—was forced to
wear a rope collar with seventy knots, “cach knot representing a child she had
allegedly killed »=3
There is no question that many innocent midwives were falsely accused of abor-

tion and infanticide, reflecting the fears and anxicties of planters unable to reproduce
their worlforce from within; but there is also ample evidence that enslaved women
conspited to subvert thejr reproductive potential, thereby empowering themselves as
“witches” against the unyielding demands of the master class Two disparate images
suggest how abortion and infanticide assumed witchcraft proportions for whites and
Africans alike In one, Deborah Gray White quotes an enslaved Christian convert
seeking redemption in the plantation South: “I was carried to the gates of hell and
the devil pulled out a book showing me the things which I had committed and that
they were all true My life as a midwife was shown to me and I have certainly felt
sorry for all the things I did, after I was converted " In the other, historian Gabric]
Debien cites Moreau de Saint-Méry’s observation that by the end of the 18th centu-
1y in Saint Domingue, punishment for abortion shifted from the iron collar to a form
of social ostracism, in which, for any woman deemed guilty, “on Ini imposait un bil-
lot de bois sur le dos pour la punir et I’humilier par ce simulacra d'un enfant ™5 [f
the first image doubles as a kind of witchcraft confession in which the guilt-ridden
midwife secks divine forgiveness and cleausing, the second unwittingly reveals a
Yoruba response to children lost in childbirth, when bereft mothers carry 7beji dolls
to placate the dead child’s jealousy of the living and prevent any mystical retaliation,
The “sticks of wood” that Moreau de Saint-Méry saw as signs of public humiliation
may well have doubled as ritual paraphernalia to protect slave mothers and complic-
it midwives from the avenging spirits of the aborted and kifled 5

Plantation Dynamics

We have seen how the domestic dynamics of witchcraft were channeled
“inward” within slave tamilies, focusing on the mother-child bond as a form of
“gynecological revolt” But if the slave family was factured and truncated
through the forced management, sale, and separation of kin, its “witchcraft” was

. not so easily contained, but also channeled “outward,” mapping onto the broader

divisions within the plantation system at large. Methodologically, we can replace
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the Yoruba lineage with the patriarchal plantation as the dominant New World cor-
porate group, identifying gendered patterns of segmentation and fission within
tacialized idioms of production and stratification Again, we must emphasize that .-

the schematic simplification of complex variations into a number of key patterns

and confradictions is only oriented toward systemic trends underlying a broader

range of plantation societies and slaveholding estates
Let us return to the dynamics of witchcraft between Yoruba co-wives within a

polygynous household Recall how patterns of lineage segmentation took root 5

between brothers of different mothers vying for resources and political influence,
splitting over time into distinct branches and sepatating entirely through lineage fis-
sion. In each stage of this process, women occupied the nodal points of differentia-

tion, generating womb-linked matri-segments within the patrilineage at large.
Although such differentiating trends were cut short within the coercive confines of .
slave households and families, they emerged within the Big House, where a kind of e O
de facto polygyny developed between the master and his servant-concubines 7 The -

Big House was by no means the exclusive site of interracial sexual relations, since
white indentured workers also engaged in “servant breeding,” much to the manage-

ment’s disapproval ** But in the Big House, white male access to Aftican and African |

American women remained an implicit seigneurial right and something of an open
secret In matters of “colored” progeny From a Yoruba perspective, we might recon--

sider the plantation household as polygynous, the white wife—if there was one— as o
first wife (iyedié) ruling over her African American co-wives (iyawd) Even if empir- |

ically this structure was more immanent than manifest, it gave the blood of enslaved

mothers a broader range of subversive potentials with respect to domestic reproduc- - o
tion and the devolution of the estate Within the more intimate confines of the mas- " |
ter’s house, the loyal “mammy” who upheld boundaries met the coquettish “Jezebel” 13
who crossed them, sleeping with the master— whether forced or by design—and ulti- .

mately bearing children ¥ The question of whose children, with what zights, was of

course crucial. While some slaveholders disavowed their mixed-race children, treat- i}

ing them like any other slave, others accorded them preferential treatment, or even
legal recognition. Barbara Bush wrote of 18th-century Jamaica that, “wealthier white
men often bequeathed their estates to black or coloured “wives® and their offspring’
or made provisions for their manumission in their wills Despite the harsh, unequal;
and callous nature of slave society, close, loving bonds between black and white did
exist and the degree of money and property left by whites to mulattoes was a cause -
for concern and controversy in plantocratic circles,

Control over interracial martiage and inheritance would be imposed by the.
courts as the caste and class structures of plantation societies consolidated.
throughout the broader Atlantic system, teflecting rising fears of “degeneration™.
and the loss of white supremacy But even the most draconian laws were never :
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qniforml_y enforced. Black lovers and concubines threatened to subvert the system
fxpm Wl‘Ihin, mingling the bloodlines of masters and slaves into lighter pxbgeny
with claims on the estate and possible emancipation. Thus the blood of enslaved
mothers was not only lightened, or “cleansed” in the language of 1acial caste, hut
was converted into money and honoy through pathways of upward mobility.“"

. If generational succession and devolution of the estate could follow intérracial
lines within the Big House, it precipitated a very different pattern of family fission
among enslaved workers’ households. When the master died and his widow and

bor_ld were hardly altruistic, but followed from observations that mothers who lost
their children through sale became demoralized, listless, and less productive ag
work-ers. They wete also more prone to flight o1 marronage And within the mater-
nal_SIbh'f?g unit, females were favored over males, possibly as better caretakers for

as Sons to stay with their mother,” adding that “because so many women with chil-
dren were entrusted with the care of clderly parents, the resﬁltant pattern rein-
forced the maternal kinship ties and tended to produce three-generational matrifo-
cal families ™2 Such trends towards mairifocality, privileging the mother-daugh-
ter bond at its core, echo not only the logic of natri-segmentation within the
Yoruba patrilineage, but also the ttansmission of witchcraft from mothers to

. Episodic divisions associated with the dispersal of an estate had 2 matrifocal
impact on slave family structure, but occurred intermittently, with variable out-
comes depending upon the planter’s longevity, number of .recognized children
size and type of plantation, and profitability of his crop. Contiadictions on a daﬂs;
basis, however, were built mto women’s competing roles as laborers and mother§
S0 perversely represented by Matthew Lewis’s complaint that overseers and book:
keepers “kick black women in the belly from one end of Jamaica to another ¢ f
planters encouraged slave fertility to replenish the labor force, those responsible
for labor productivity tried to minimize the “costs™ of pregnancy and childrearing
Clearly the imperatives of production and reproduction wete at odds pitting thé
demands of the field against those of the house Pregnant women seelzing special
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dispensations could be flogged; most worked long hours in gangs “wherc they per-
formed the same field labout as men = from sun-up till sun-down "5 Tn this

capacity enslaved women were effectively de-feminized, converting 1eproductive
value into labor power and thereby minimizing their caring capacities as mothers
in the domestic domain Whereas the Yoruba mother was masculinized in the mat-
ket, seeking opportunities and accumulating profits at the expense of her domes-
tic obligations, the enslaved mother was masculinized in the field, wheie even the
flow of her breast milk was blocked. In one of the most profound manifestations
of the split between labor units and breeding units, some plantations had “wean-
ing houses” where specialized “sucklers” would wet-nurse newborns while their
mothers toiled in the fields Small wonder that overworked and exploited enslaved
women resorted to abortion and infanticide; in West African terms, these women
were forced into a “witch-like” mode of plantation production that converted

mother’s milk into the master’s monetary gain It was only in markets that such =

extreme exploitation of laboring women was partially redressed

Huckstering and Markets

The development of slave provision grounds and an internal market system .|,
for cultivated goods is a well-known chapter in the history of New World planta- . 1
tion societies beginning in the 17th century® It charts significant gains for :'-::

enslaved women who took charge of an emergent sphere of circulation and

exchange According to the “standard” narrative, planters introduced provision il

grounds to offset the costs of feeding enslaved workers—and thus of maintaining
the labor force by allowing them to augment minimal rations with staples like root
crops, corn, and plantain as well as vegetables and domestic animals raised on gar-

den plots These grounds could be wotked collectively on larger plots located .}~
miles from their homes, as in the JTamaican polink, or individually, as in the “small. =}
house spots” of Antigua and Barbados ¢ In both cases, provision grounds pro- |
duced enough agricultural surplus to generate barter and monetary transactions in ’ . .
maikets that were typically held on Sundays. Over time these markets developed = |-

into differentiated systems of internal commodity circulation in which Africans’
and “coloureds” sold their goods directly, retailed as “middlemen,” and traded .
with fiee blacks and whites of all strata They were also characteristically domi-
nated by “aggressive” women who drew upon a West African heritage of marke-
teering to outmaneuver the white competition According to Barbara Bush,
¢nslaved women “carried these skills with them to the Caribbean and, in addition
to participating fully in the cultivation of provision grounds, they became promi-
nent as market seliers and ‘higglers® or commercial intermediaties who sold the
crop surplus of other slaves for a small profit ” Historian Hilary Beckles similat-
ly argues that in opposing British legislation that criminalized their market activ-
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brought to the New World,” adding that “it was slave women, African-born and
.Cr‘eole, who, from the beginning, dominated numerically the huckstering business
in Barbados % Nor was this trend limited to the British West Indies, but extend-
ed throughout the French Antilles and in areas of the American South, where “the
martket scene was dominated by women. ¢ ’

I'here is no question that enslaved workers, particularly women, were empow-
ered by these more independent forms of production and exchange.™ On a basic
ievel, .they 1e-appropriated their labor power to work and sell for themselves, accu-
mulatlpg money and profits that could lead to manumission, as evidenced E;y free
alongside enslaved women in the markets But short of acquiring freedom thfough
the courts, they pushed against the limits of bondage by exercising greater agency
thiough spatial mobility and economic bargaining | |

Like -Yoruba women pulled further afield through interlocking ring markets in
West. A.fuca, enslaved hucksters enjoyed a freedom of movement at odds with their
¥est'nct1ve plantation lives Whereas such Yoruba mobility challenged male author-
ity in the management of household and lineage affairs,. enslaved women partici-
pating in Sunday markets threatened the patriarchal authority of the slaveholding
class On a concrete level, female hucksters were physically Ifiberated during their
weekly sojourns to the market, escaping the confines of the plantation to enter a
broader public sphere, In the French Antilles, where movement was more reguiat-
efi, -marlFeteer‘s were required to carry passes or “fickets” signed by their owners
gIving rise to a black market in “false passes” that destabilized white contro] Ir;
the BIItlS}“-l West Indies, enslaved workers traveling to market were exempted from
pass requirements ‘otherwise in place, indicating the recognized importance of
ternal marketing at large But if planters valued this weekly martketing as ap
external subsidy, they also suspected higglers and hucksters of s.tealing goods from
the .planta‘aon stores and converting them into tradin g capital, thereby gaining
fsomally and financially at the owner’s exXpense In Barbados, the legislature crim-

as theft, first in the 1688 Sla in i
1708, and in 1733 thzough the draconian “Act for the Better Goveliiiziefilieggaigelsn
and the More FEffectual Preventing of the Inhabitants of this Island from,
Emploving theit Negroes or Other Slaves in Selling o1 Bartering »7! Eve,n with
such. laws on the books, however, the slave huckster s marketeering prevailed, har-
nessing 4 movement and momentum that continued to grow with the rise of Jrural
peasantfles after abolition ™ If the Yoruba market woman in West Africa profited
1.bty ;‘feagng”.her. children z?nd family, New World hucksters “ate” the plantation
ms:di,t;gg}t]?fggs productive surplus into their own mercantile pathways of com-
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The spatial mobility of enslaved traders defined a moral topography of the social - f-

landscape, correlating distance from the pl.antation “center” with immorality at t}llle
margins. It is no coincidence that in Geoigia’s Low Country, the slave women \;lf 0
dominated the informal markets were not just accused of hoarding gogds and in 1at(i
ing prices, but also of selling their bodies. Savannah’s “Cake Wenc‘:nhe-:s. wcz;e smgr ::1

out by whites as “African harpies” whose sexu-a[ behavt(,)r would “VItigte e m(; 8
and dilapidate the constitutions of young [whlte_] men, th;:reby posing a particu-
larly invidious threat to the social and moral fabric . of the white community

That the author of this particular diatribe signed himsglf “ANTI—MULAITO” m -
capital letters graphically highlights the fears of interracial sexual relations generat- .}

ed by successful market women, establishing an implicit homology between
immoral economic and sexual exchange.” The demonic figure of the harpy, part-

woman and part-bird, not only recalls the image of the Yoruba witch-bird, but also

captures the hybrid “monstrosity” of racial and legal boundary-crossing

This fatter confounding of legal categories went beyond the n_laterlial oppot- [
tunities that huckstering provided for augmenting agency and buying freedom; it

was rooted in the very dialectics of commodity exchange. In his study of markelti
in antebellum South Carolina, appropriately titled “Money Knows No Master,

Lawrence McDonnell explores the phenomenological implications of‘transactmg -
value in market contexts, highlighting the principle of commensuration govern- .-

ing exchange relations between subjects and objects: “Exchange, in Aristotle’s

¢ i ’; as Marx put it, the ‘social relationship
words, ‘treats all parties as equals’; p ench exist o5 s ovn |
surrogate (equivalent) and as the surrogalt.e of the olther.’” Thus .thIOIEl)gh the
exchange of money and commodities, African Americans and Whltesl gcaﬁle i
socially equivalent, not in a fully fledged lega-l sense, bi;l‘t phenomeml)( ogllca X:- .
through intersubjective recognition and realrgnment_ In the ma; etf alce, o
McDonnell writes, “not only were blacks raised, but whites were lowered, f’i e;;f .
eling that manifested the spatiotemporal coordinates of the m.arket system itsel f
Thus according to Charles Ball, the enslaved “became a kind of freeman.on o
Sunday all over the southein country ™" It is therefore no wonder that whltes__._.::__

between the two owners is that of mutual alienation

were threatened by the growing influence of enslaved hucksters and hawkers, fot

their presence “as equals” confounded the categorical distinctions that upheld
plantation slavery Like their Yoruba counterpatts, New World market. won’{en |
mixed money and blood, converting the general equivalent of cpmmodlty Vahu(:
into the social equivalence of generalized exchange. In the white backlash tha :

their success inspired, they were portrayed as “serpents gnawing at the vitals of

plantation society,” recapitulating with striking symmetry the blood-draining.

profits of the Yoruba witch.”
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& * &

Throughout this somewhat experimental essay 1 have explored New World
plantation societies through the lens of Yoruba gender, focusing on the blood of
mothers and its bivalent antinomies of witchcraft and fertility I have justified the
relevance of this “ethnomodel” to a wide range of cases in the Americas not
because the Yoruba as such predominated among African captives, but with refer-
ence to Mintz and Price’s genetative approach to the histotical dynamics of cul-
tural abstraction [ have used Yoruba idioms of female power as something of an
ideal type—a set of symbolic relations, transpositions, and conversions— that
extends beyond Yorubaland to designate a broader regional “grammar” in West
Africa, those “deep-level cultural principles” underlying a transethnic zone fiom
Ouidah to Calabar and their associated hinterlands 7 The salience of this model as
a “common denominator” among African captives taken from this region emerged
through the dialectics of enslavement and encounter precisely because structures
of reproduction and transformation governed the core dynamics of creolization 7

Within this regional grammar—what T would recast as a regencrative
scheme—the blood of mothers mediated basic contradictions within the house-
holds, plantations, and emerging markets of the Americas: within enslaved African
American families, the “witchcraft” of low fertility, infanticide, and domestic fis-
sion; within the Big House, the “witchcraft” of concubinage, interracial sexual
contacts, and the appropriation of the planter’s blood-based patrimony; through-
out the plantation, the conflicting demands of production and reproduction; and in
the internal marketing system, the progressive empowerment of enslaved women
as higglers and hucksters It is important to emphasize that these blood-based
1dioms-—and the women who embodied them—did not just reflect the core trans-
formations of plantation societies, but took an active role in shaping them, an
activism and agency that had “witcheraft” overtones for Afiicans and Europeans
alike: whether in overt accusations of sorcery, theft, and infanticide; more muted
conceptions of mothethood and promiscuity; or more general discourses of race
and sexuality framing encounters from “above » Against the racial ideologies and
gender discourses of the master class, the blood of mothers provided a critical
counterpoint, a space of body politics and black female agency that is gaining new
attention in Atlantic history.
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