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The domestic institution of slavery was a condition of women and men and children. To 

be enslaved, for women and girls, was to be subject to the violence of forced reproduction, and, 

to an extreme extent, of sexual assault. It was to be confined, even more than the male enslaved, 

in the private space of the household or the home. To be the owner of the enslaved, for women, 

was to be subject to “the fatal poison of irresponsible power,” in the words that Frederick 

Douglass used of one of his many "mistresses."   

The power of female owners or mistresses has been seen as an anomaly in the history of 

slavery. It was opposed to the “logic of female dependence,” in the established history of the 

antebellum South, and to the circumstance that it was men who “had borne overwhelming 

responsibility for slavery’s daily management and perpetuation.”i It called into question the 

enduring presumption that women were the objects and not the owners of power; or that they 

were (relatively) compassionate and unviolent, as a matter of occupational or evolutionary or 

neurobiological circumstance.  

 The new historiography of women slave owners is a challenge to these reassuring stories. 

It shows that women were closely involved in the management of slavery and in the ownership 

of slaves. A history of economic life that has space for women – that takes seriously the sources 



in which women’s inheritance, credit, and market transactions were recorded – can even suggest 

that slavery was itself a peculiarly female institution. 

 Women had a “deep economic interest and investment” in slavery, Stephanie Jones-

Rogers writes in her remarkable book They Were Her Property: White Women as Slave Owners 

in the American South; their relationship to property in the enslaved was “economic at its 

foundation” (xiii, xvii.) In the decades preceding the end of slavery in the United States, women 

were actively involved in every aspect of the slave economy. Jones-Rogers is concerned, in 

particular, with non-elite women, the owners of – and traders in – small numbers of the enslaved. 

She draws on an impressive range of legal sources, including local Chancery Courts, and on a 

single, immense, complex source in the interviews with former slaves, some of them 

centenarians, conducted by the Works Progress Administration in the 1930s. The book is a 

depiction of the “financial knowledge” of the enslaved themselves and of their observations of 

the women by whom they were owned (97). 

 The “liquidity” or “mobility” of property in the enslaved is at the heart of the story. The 

enslaved could be sold or “realized” or endowed or given as gifts. The owners of wealth gave 

slaves to their infant daughters and as wedding presents. Slaves were sold to pay for a 

“daughter’s wedding dress”; one former slave said of his owner that whenever “she wanted a 

dress, she would sell a slave” (18, 142). The possibility of being sold, which loomed over the life 

of every enslaved person, was an opportunity for the owners of slaves. One of the most dramatic 

moments in They Were Her Property is a story from 1865, after the end of slavery. It was told by 

Betty Jones about her grandmother, who “ran seven miles to her mistress’s home,” “looked at 

her real hard,” and said “You can’t put me in yo’ pocket now!” (183).  

The institution of coverture in Anglo-American common law, in which women were 

deemed, on their marriage, to be “covered over” by their husbands, was a set of rules for 

enclosing women within the private space of the family or the household. Women were hidden 

from sight. They were prevented from going out -- as legal persons -- into the public space of the 

law or the market. These were rules with multiple exceptions, as Jones-Rogers shows in relation 

to women’s property in the enslaved (28-31). The privateness of women’s economic lives was at 

the same time, in slave-owning societies, a condition that endowed women with a peculiar 

proximity to and power over their own and their families’ slaves. The husbands were out in the 

world, in public or business life, or on the way to and from distant markets. The women were at 



home, in the private space of the household – or the plantation – that was also the space, by law, 

in which slaves were themselves confined.  

The common law “absorbed ‘the very being of a woman, like that of a slave,’ into that of 

‘her master,’” the abolitionist Sarah Grimke, who had herself been given slaves as a young girl in 

South Carolina, wrote in 1837.ii But the households in which women and slaves were confined 

were the principal location of economic activity in slave-owning societies, and they were also 

places of asymmetrical power: the power of (white) women over the enslaved. 

The enduring view of the public slave market as a distinctively male and violent space 

was itself uncertain. Women merchants, many of them widows, were crowded close to slave 

merchants and slave markets, according to the commercial directories of New Orleans that 

Jones-Rogers studied (132). For the enslaved, “the slave market was a mobile, spatially 

unbounded economic network” that connected households and plantations and commercial 

districts. The household was the dominion of women, in which “the slave market came to them.” 

One woman negotiated the sale of her slaves in North Carolina, in 1840, from her home in New 

Haven, Connecticut (82, 85).  

Even the laws of slavery were part of the ordinary knowledge of households, in this 

expanding economy. “Young children commonly express displeasure in extravagant, even 

violent language,” Jones-Rogers writes, and “the terms they use reflect their environment.” A 

little girl of three was “vexed” with her enslaved companion, Fanny, in North Carolina in 1847, 

and asked her father to “cut Fanny’s ears off” and “get her a new maid” (1, 209). The 

conversation, with its evocation of the Code Noir of Louisiana, was related by the father to his 

sister-in-law, who was herself an entrepreneur of the rental and insurance of slaves, eventually in 

New Orleans.iii 

Credit Nation: Property Laws and Institutions in Early America, by Claire Priest, is an 

important, field-changing work in American legal and economic history. The legal arrangements 

that increased the liquidity or saleability of assets in colonial America – and in particular of 

investment in the enslaved – were the foundation of the credit economy, in Priest’s account. The 

“ease of access to credit,” largely through local legal institutions, was in turn “key to the 

explosive growth of capitalism in nineteenth-century America" (6, 165). This is a narrative of 

change over time that is sharply different not only from macro- and global histories of industrial 

capitalism, but also from a teleology of financial innovation in which the legal origins of 



economic success are to be found in an idiosyncratically Anglo-American respect for individual 

rights, including property rights.  

The story Priest tells is one of local inventiveness, in a colonial economy in which the 

enslaved accounted for one fifth of the total material or “physical” wealth of the continental 

colonies at the time of the American revolution, and more than one third of the wealth of the 

southern colonies.iv The Debt Recovery Act of 1732, which is at the heart of the eighteenth-

century story, was an act passed by the British parliament to ensure access of creditors to houses, 

land and property in the enslaved in the Atlantic colonies, for the “satisfaction” of debts. It was 

devised, as Priest shows, in response to the unwillingness of colonial courts to allow the seizure, 

by often distant creditors, of property in the enslaved (74-82). 

In defining the enslaved as “personal” or “chattel” property, for the purpose of recovering 

debts, the 1732 Act contributed, as intended, to the expansion of credit. It also transformed the 

practice of inheritance in respect of the rights of widows and oldest sons. The 1732 Act was 

followed by a profusion of innovations in the recording of mortgages, on slaves and other 

property, in conveyancing, and in the use of entails, described by Priest on the basis of an 

amazing range of archival and other primary sources. The Act was repealed in the British 

colonies in 1797, on the grounds – in the words of the principal proponent of repeal, himself the 

owner of 600 enslaved individuals in Jamaica – that it was a law, enacted “in favour of British 

creditors,” by which the enslaved were liable to be “dragged to auction,” in a practice that 

“occurs every day.” v  In the newly sovereign United States, by contrast, the act “still had a 

profound impact” over the entire period to the mid-nineteenth century; “the Debt Recovery Act 

regime for slaves remained a fixture of the law” (149, 151). 

Credit Nation is a work of legal history with important implications for the history of 

women in America and of their economic lives. The “bifurcated approach” of the British 

continental colonies – “considering slaves as land for inheritance, but as chattel property with 

regard to creditors” -- was also a duality within families. Land, under the practice of male 

primogeniture, descended to oldest sons; the enslaved, as “personal” property, were to be divided 

among male and female heirs (76, 98-99). In eighteenth-century Virginia, around 20 percent of 

private acts of legislation to remove entails “were addressed to women who owned entailed land 

or slaves,” and “a far greater number reveal that women owned the entailed land at some point” 

(106). These conflicts within the law were conflicts within the families of the owners of slaves. 



In the families of the enslaved themselves, the moment of most terrible loss – the possibility of 

being “dragged to auction” – was occasionally the consequence of economic disaster. It was 

contingent far more often, as it was for Frederick Douglass, on the family life of the unenslaved.  

Eliza Lucas Pinckney: An Independent Woman in the Age of Revolution, by Lorri Glover, 

takes the story of Atlantic slavery into the networks that connected the continental and island 

colonies. Eliza Lucas was a woman of the colonial elite, and highly literate, whose papers were 

preserved with reverence by her matrilineal descendants. She was unusual, even among the 

richest women who owned property in the enslaved, in that she was a woman of business, 

starting at the age of seventeen. “I have the business of 3 plantations to transact,” she wrote to a 

friend in 1740 from her family’s estate in South Carolina, and this required “much writing and 

more business and fatigue of other sorts than you can imagine” (43). 

Lucas was born in the British colony of Antigua in the Antilles in 1722. At the age of ten, 

she was sent alone to a boarding school in England. On her return to Antigua, she found the 

island in the aftermath of one of the most elaborate – and most brutally repressed – slave 

rebellions of the eighteenth century. It was a time of economic crisis on the island, and Lucas’s 

father had inherited a plantation in the continental colonies, some fifteen hundred miles to the 

northwest. In 1739 the family moved to the low country of South Carolina – the scene, at the 

time, of another slave rebellion – and Lucas’s father, an army officer, returned to Antigua. Lucas, 

as the oldest child, and the most educated, became the manager of the new property.  

Eliza Lucas’s life as the “patriarch” of a family business, in Glover’s description, is a 

case study of the private and the public in women’s economic lives. She corresponded with 

merchants, lawyers, shipowners, and overseers. She studied the law – from books, at home, like 

so many male lawyers of the time – and provided legal advice to her “poor Neighbours” (55, 

148). She invested in the production of indigo (much in demand for the uniforms in colonial 

wars) and negotiated the rental prices of skilled, enslaved carpenters.  

The private space of the household, for Lucas, consisted of multiple plantations, and 

successive generations of enslaved men and women. Her father was out in the world, in the 

public space of the military (including as a prisoner of war) and of official life, as acting 

governor of Antigua. Lucas was married, in 1744, to a wealthy plantation owner. He, too, was a 

public figure, an acting chief justice of South Carolina, and a colonial agent in London; he 

valued his slaves, when he left for England, at “more than ten times” the worth of his land (120).  



By 1758, Eliza Lucas Pinckney was a widow, and again the manager of her own and her 

late husband’s large plantations. She devoted herself to the education of her daughter, who was 

also widowed in her thirties, and who by the time of the first census of the United States in 1790 

was the “fourth-largest slaveholder in South Carolina,” with 340 slaves at her Hampton estate 

(215). Mother and daughter corresponded about the auction price of slaves, and eventually lived 

together in the vast Hampton property; George Washington visited Lucas there in 1791, and 

again, shortly before her death, in Philadelphia in 1793 (177, 236). 

In Jamaica Ladies: Female Slaveholders and the Creation of Britain’s Atlantic Empire, 

by Christine Walker, the vista of enterprising women shifts to the most profitable of the British 

slave colonies. The Atlantic slave trade “landed” more than three times as many slaves in 

Jamaica, over the course of the eighteenth century, than in all the continental colonies of North 

America together. The island was an early model for the continental colonies, and the slave law 

of South Carolina of 1740 -- signed by Eliza Lucas’s future husband -- was copied from the 

Jamaica Slave Act of 1694. The Debt Recovery Act of 1732, as Priest shows in Credit Nation, 

was passed in response to the unwillingness of colonial courts in Jamaica, as well as Virginia, to 

allow the seizure of property in the enslaved. 

Jamaica was a land of opportunity for women of property, in Walker’s description. 

Jamaica Ladies is based on the stories of women in the colony who were owners of slaves, 

several of them identified as Black or “mulatto.” It makes use of probate records, wills and 

inventories, as well as merchants’ correspondence and some surviving local court records. It is a 

picture, in large part, of an urban, transient society, dominated by the slave trade to the Spanish 

empire, and in which more than a quarter of households were headed by women (72, 95). These 

were non-elite women – although one female merchant from Kingston, Jamaica, Anna Hassall, 

was buried in style in Westminster Abbey in 1750 – and there were striking similarities with the 

economic life of other parts of the Atlantic world. 

There were the same casual gifts: “seven pounds for each of her granddaughters to 

purchase ‘a negro girl’ on her tenth birthday” (from Elizabeth Cross in 1745). There was the 

same brutality, even beyond the grave, as in the bequest by a woman named Anne Barrow of 

“seventy pounds to her daughter for the ‘purchase of negros to be markt A.B,’” or another 

woman’s direction to her executors that an enslaved man, called Simon, should be “put in irons 

till the first opportunity serves to send him off to be sold” (99, 101, 271). There were similar 



local matriarchies, as when Anna Hassall, her mother, and her maternal aunt, all merchants in 

Jamaica, conversed by letter about the rate of interest on mortgages versus the “great advantage” 

to be had “by trade” (75). 

Walker makes the large argument that the enslaved people in Jamaica were a “form of 

property” that was “particularly suited for female property holders”; they were “especially 

suitable” for “female heirs,” and “equated” with “feminized moveable goods” (56, 172, 203). 

The probated inventories that are Walker’s major source suggest that women owners of property 

accounted for around 12 percent of estates and around 5 percent of the value of estates, and that 

“nearly 80 percent” of estates owned by women included slaves (19-21). But the inventories – 

fewer than 2 a year in the 1690s, increasing to 11 a year in the 1750s – corresponded, 

presumably, to only a small proportion of all deaths of unenslaved women in the colony (201).  

Walker’s observation that the mean value of female estates (in 1674-1770) by far exceeded the 

median value, as did the mean size of female land-holdings, also suggests that the distribution of 

female wealth was skewed towards a few very wealthy women.  

Jamaica Ladies is “focused on free and freed women – not men,” and to show that 

property in the enslaved was “particularly suited” for women would require an inquiry into the 

economic lives of men as well as women (256). It would also require a view of the larger 

Atlantic world, where Jamaica Ladies is less sure. The French Code Noir of 1685 did not 

“require” single men who had children with slaves to “marry the women,” and the “British slave 

trade” was in 1750 far from “reaching its zenith,” which came half a century later amidst the 

abolitionist mobilisation of 1799 (257, 305).vi But the exceptional case of Jamaica may itself, as 

Walker suggests, raise questions of enduring importance about the nature of slave societies and 

slave economies.  

        ****** 

These new histories provide a vivid demonstration of the power of white women as the 

owners of property in the enslaved, over the entire history of slavery.  They suggest, even, that 

there was something asymmetrical, something distinctively to do with women, in Atlantic 

regimes of property rights in the enslaved.  

Credit Nation is a profoundly important work because it puts capital or ownership -- as 

distinct from output or capitalism -- at the center of American economic history. Credit and 

liquidity, as Priest writes, are the “foundation of today’s economy,” and the history of property 



rights, including property in other people, is central to the details of economic transformation 

(165). Women were of minor importance, as managers and even as owners, in the “modern” 

industries of nineteenth-century capitalism, including heavy manufacturing, mining and 

infrastructure. They were of much greater importance in the ownership of “liquid” property, 

including property in the enslaved.  

The major study of the ownership of wealth in the British North American colonies by 

Alice Hanson Jones, based on a sample of probate records for 1774, provides some evidence for 

the “strong” hypothesis of a distinctively female character of the slave economy. The enslaved 

accounted for a fifth of all the colonies’ wealth. But Hanson Jones’s statistics also show that the 

ownership of slaves was more important for women property owners than for men. “Slaves or 

servants” accounted for 37 percent of the “total physical wealth” of women wealthholders in 

1774, compared to 21.5 percent of the wealth of men. The enslaved were more important to 

women’s overall wealth than to men’s in every region of the thirteen colonies; in the South, 

slaves and servants were valued at 45.8 percent of women’s wealth, and 33 percent of men’s. 

The women in the sample, almost all of them widows, were about half as rich as the men; 32 

percent of the women owned some wealth in the form of slaves or servants and 50.7 percent of 

women in the South.vii  

 These are findings for one period, and one part of eastern North America. But conflicts 

over the nature of property rights in the enslaved were everywhere in the Atlantic world, 

including in the five out of the seven states of the American “Deep South” that had been 

territories under French or Spanish rule, and the Caribbean societies with which the economic 

life of the southern territories was so intricately involved.  

 In the civil law of Louisiana, as in the law of the French Atlantic colonies, the enslaved 

were sometimes immobile property, or immeubles, and sometimes mobile or meubles, as in the 

Code Noir of French slavery. They were mobile property that had been deemed to be immobile, 

immeubles by “destination,” like seeds and plants, or – as in the Spanish tradition introduced in 

Louisiana in 1769 – by “the operation of the law.”  Women, among the enslaved, were immobile, 

like land, or perpetual, in the sense that they were listed by name in mortgage documents, 

together with their (expected) “increase and issue.” The constant preoccupation, in these 

exercises in definition, was with the transfer of entitlements, by inheritance, sale, or mortgage. It 

was a preoccupation, in turn, with relationships within the families of the slaveowners.  



“Like other fields of social history, women’s history needs statistics,” and there are 

familiar problems of access to evidence about women’s economic lives, described in a classic 

article by Margo Anderson in this journal in 1992.viii But the perspective that puts capital and 

credit at the center of economic history points to different kinds of evidence, and the books under 

review suggest the range of sources that can be used. Some are the traditional materials of 

business history, including correspondence and account books. In Eliza Lucas Pinckney, Glover 

is concerned only indirectly with Lucas’s business interests, or indeed with the business of 

slavery. But the larger digital edition of the papers of Lucas and her daughter -- the mother and 

daughter who lived with 340 enslaved individuals -- is a remarkable collection of documents 

about remittances, mortgages, and insurance. Eliza Lucas herself displayed a continuing interest 

in bills of exchange over the course of a forty-year period, from the 1740s to the 1780s. ix 

The legal sources that are the basis of Credit Nation, and that Jones-Roger uses so 

effectively in They Were Her Property, are extraordinarily rich. Slavery was a domestic 

institution, and the economic lives of enslaved and slave-owning women within the household 

were largely unrecorded. But the ownership of property required public and private records. 

These are austere documents; records of inheritances, entails, mortgages, bankruptcies and 

dowries. They are also the acts by which the law of property in the enslaved was constituted. In 

Bonnie Martin’s remarkable study of almost 9,000 mortgages in the American South, 47 percent 

of the more than 22,000 individuals who were the subjects of mortgages – who were themselves 

the property offered as security for credit – were women or girls.x There were also women 

mortgagees (or borrowers) and mortgagors (or creditors). Women “constituted 41 percent of the 

total compensation claimants” when slavery was abolished in the British empire, to take a 

different example; were they owners or “trustees” or “executrixes” or “annuitants?” xi   

 The law itself -- the circumstance that legal restrictions were more oppressive in respect 

of women’s ownership of other assets, notably land, than in respect of the ownership of slaves --

provides a compelling reason to take the hypothesis of a distinctively female character of the 

slave economy seriously.  The English practice of male primogeniture, in which the eldest son 

inherited landed estates, was reflected in varying degrees in the laws of the Anglo-American 

colonies. The civil law of Louisiana provided greater economic opportunities for daughters and 

widows.xii But in French law, there were striking asymmetries between female and male 



ownership of land.xiii Slaves were more important to women proprietors because they were easier 

to own.  

Demographic histories, too, could help to explain the asymmetry in the ownership of 

assets. “It was a society with many widows,” Priest writes of the colonial Chesapeake, and 

Walker suggests in Jamaica Ladies that “high mortality rates stripped families of male heads of 

household and heirs” (Credit Nation, 107, Jamaica Ladies, 170). There are several possible 

explanations for differential mortality rates for (unenslaved) men and women in colonial and 

other slave-owning societies. These were violent societies, and violence is a disproportionate 

cause of death for young men; they were militarized societies, and war, even local war, is 

another distinctively masculine case of death. The excess mortality of women in their 20s, 30s 

and 40s – the age of high maternal mortality in early modern societies – may have been limited 

by low fertility rates, although female mortality rates were high in the American Deep South in 

the antebellum period. xiv  

The history of credit, from the perspective of the owners of wealth, is always a story of 

uncertainty over time, and one of the principal sources of uncertainty has to do with death and 

inheritance. The indebted individual dies, and what happens to the liabilities that his or her heirs 

inherit? The creditor dies, and what are the rights of the widow or widower? In the fluctuating 

law of Atlantic slave societies, what is the regime of property rights under which the heirs 

themselves will live and die? 

The same history, from the perspective of the individuals who were owned, is 

disorientingly difficult to make sense of. Thisbee and Scolastique, Pelagie and Choisie, were 

among the twenty-five enslaved women who were mortgaged, together with twenty-four men,  

by a proprietor known as the “Widow Jacques,” on the island of Grenada after 1763. In 1774, in 

a case that eventually engaged the kings of England and France, Jacques “fled to some of the 

French islands with all her slaves, though so mortgaged,” even though the enslaved, as her 

creditors asserted, “are by British Laws deemed as perfect Freehold as Land.”xv In 1778, Venus 

and Amaranthe, together with “the child of Venus,” were imprisoned in Martinique while the 

“property” in them was disputed by a merchant from Lancashire and a “mulatress” called 

Agathe, who was herself accused of fraud in Grenada.xvi  An eight-year-old boy called 

“Jacques,” the property of a widow in Louisiana, was mortgaged four times, by five different 

owners, over the two years following her death in 1833.xvii  



These, too, are histories of liquidity, in which the individuals who were the objects of 

property rights could be  “seized, extended, sold or disposed of” (in the language of the Debt 

Recovery Act of 1732). It was a moment of the most terrible destiny in their own lives, and it 

was also a time when they were surrounded by widows and heiresses and dower rights. It was a 

moment, or a succession of moments, that ended only, in the words of Betty Jones’s 

grandmother, when “You can’t put me in yo’ pocket now.”  
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