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— but I did not want to go, and I jump’d out of the window— 

—Anna, A Portraiture of Domestic Slavery, 18171

P r o l o g u e

Anna’s leap

Her name was Anna. An enslaved woman confined to the attic in george 
Miller’s three- story brick tavern on F Street in the District of Columbia, 
she was part of a coffle of slaves destined for georgia in 1815. She awaited 
transport with two of her children; her Maryland owner had sold them to 
a “georgia man,” a slave trader, but had retained ownership of Anna’s hus-
band and refused to let her see him before she left. Desperate over the sepa-
ration of her family and uncertain about the future, in the early morning 
hours of December 19, Anna leapt from the garret window of her attic room 
into the empty street below. She survived the fall. Afterward, she recollected 
that she was so confused and distracted— “I did’nt know hardly what I was 
about”— that she leapt out the window rather than parting with her family 
and enduring enslavement in the Deep South (figure 00.1).2

Anna’s leap did not go unnoticed. reports of  her attempt at self- destruction 
echoed beyond the hushed square in the nation’s capital, carrying a vari-
ety of political messages and occasioning outright debate. The Washington  
mayor, James Heighe Blake, and his wife, elizabeth Holdsworth Blake, resided 
near Miller’s tavern. She was roused by the sound of Anna’s fall and subse-
quent groans, a detail that suggests the gendered conscience of antislavery 
sentiment; the distress of the enslaved mother’s distinctive plight stirred the 
empathy of the free woman, herself the mother of five children. The mayor, 
trained as a physician, was called to the scene to treat Anna’s wounds, an act 
that was emblematic of his need to address the ongoing injuries of slavery— 
and the wrongs endured by enslaved people— in the city that he governed.3



00.1. “Asking her what was the cause of her doing such a frantic act as that,  
she replied, ‘They brought me away with two of my children, and would’nt let me see  

my husband— they did’nt sell my husband, and I did’nt want to go;— I was so confus’d and  
[d]’istracted, that I did’nt know hardly what I was about— but I did’nt want to go, and I jumped out  

the window;— but I am sorry now that I did it;— they have carried my children off with ’em  
to Carolina.’ ” Source: Jesse Torrey, A Portraiture of Domestic Slavery (Philadelphia, 1817). This 

item is reproduced by permission of  The Huntington library, San Marino, California.



Anna’s leap also awakened discord over slavery in the early united States. 
In April 1816, four months after she jumped out the window, hers was one 
of several reports of slave suicide that inspired an investigation into human 
trafficking in the District of Columbia. one year later, her story was chroni-
cled in Jesse Torrey’s Portraiture of Domestic Slavery in the United States, and 
when Miller’s tavern burned in 1819, at least one citizen refused to join the 
bucket brigade, preferring instead that the structure that had confined Anna 
and other enslaved people burn to the ground. one early twentieth- century 
historian claimed that the controversy generated by Anna’s leap made the 
site one of the more historic places in the nation’s capital. While her suicide 
attempt became an immediate political example for antislavery activists, 
Anna survived to become a local legend and was sought out for interviews 
well into the 1830s.4

An engraving made by german immigrant artist Alexander rider ac-
companied Anna’s story and captured the essential details of the scene. In 
it, Anna’s figure exists in sharp relief against the shadowy courtyard. The 
startling appearance of her body, seemingly suspended in air, stands out 
against the planes of domestic urban architecture. Alternating rectangles of 
dark and light— windowpanes, door panels, brick courses, cobblestones— 
accentuate the shuttered vacancy of the neighborhood as the eye travels to-
ward the horizon. every structure is dark; every door is closed; each window 
is fastened. At this moment of seemingly impending death, she is the only 
living person in sight.5

Anna is arrested in midfall, posing contradictions for the viewer to 
consider. The whiteness of her dress signals her purity, even as it hugs her 
breasts and thighs and exposes her bare arms, décolletage, and feet. As the 
instrument of her own destruction, she is simultaneously a sexualized ob-
ject. Beneath a smudge of clouds, she is illuminated by moonlight, while at 
the edge of the square, cedarlike trees, traditional sentries of burial grounds, 
bear witness to her descent. While suicide was a crime in many jurisdictions 
at the time and some churches refused to offer rites to or inter those who 
killed themselves, the light underscores the innocence of her motives and 
the trees mark this as hallowed space. This seeming suicide, while tragic, 
sprang from pure intentions: Anna’s impending self- destruction, driven by 
grief and unmarked by intentionality— “but I did not want to go”— is not 
sensationalized as the result of sexual seduction, romantic melancholy, or 
excess debauchery, typical themes in popular culture depictions of suicide at 
the time.6 Anna’s leap may have been an act of compulsion, but her words 
testify that the prospect of separation from her family propelled her out 
of the garret window. The blame for this act is assigned to agents of the 
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domestic slave trade, including viewers of this image who tolerated its exis-
tence, even in the nation’s capital.

Anna’s leap, like other acts of suicide by enslaved people before and after 
her, exemplified the contradictions of slavery that had arisen in early North 
America. Perhaps foremost among these is that suicide, an anguished asser-
tion of personhood, undermined the human commodification— the chat-
tel principle— that was fundamental to enslavement.7 once dead, a slave 
ceased being an object of property, an entity to be traded, or a subject from 
which to extract labor. In this sense, self- destruction by enslaved people was 
often viewed as an act of power, a visceral rejection of enslavement as well 
as a visible statement of personhood. Yet there was a fatal cost in asserting 
the power to die, of course. Death by suicide was not always, consistently, 
or even typically an unequivocal, unambiguous, or intentional act. For in-
stance, when Anna declared, “I did not want to go,” she meant that she did 
not want to leave her family and travel with the coffle of slaves to the Deep 
South; indirectly, her statement also referred to her self- destructive leap out 
of the window. Afterwards, she reflected, “I am sorry now that I did it.” She 
felt remorse because her disabling fall ensured that her children went south 
without her; whatever their fate, in retrospect she would have preferred to 
face it with them.8

Accounts of self- destruction by enslaved people can be found across a 
variety of early Anglo- American institutions and, even before the rise of  
antislavery activism in revolutionary- era America, they were powerful ve-
hicles for exposing the contradictions of slavery. long before Anna’s leap 
focused the debate on slave trafficking in the early national District of 
Columbia, the paradoxes of enslaved people’s acts of suicide were evident 
across the slave societies of colonial British North America. They were visible 
in the transatlantic slave trade, as well as during the early years of seasoning 
and settlement, and apparent in law, periodicals, newspapers, and litera-
ture. Beginning in the 1770s, the earliest expressions of Anglo- American 
antislavery activism drew directly on the many contradictions revealed by 
the suicides of enslaved men and women in order to illustrate the wrongs 
of slavery. In their accounts, antislavery activists remade self- destruction, 
traditionally the most reviled of deaths, into a justifiable response to en-
slavement and, therefore, a moral way of dying.

Anna’s story used suicide to initiate and sustain a dialogue about the 
injustices of the domestic slave trade in the early united States. In rider’s 
illustration, her body casts a shadow on Miller’s tavern, and for good rea-
son. That establishment and the surrounding blocks bore witness to the 
grim history of slavery and suicide in Washington. one enslaved woman, 
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on her way to Miller’s, cut her throat and died in the hack that transported 
her.9 When Anna jumped, she left in the upper rooms of the tavern her two 
children and three kidnapped free blacks destined for the southern slave 
market.10 Those closed doors and shuttered windows were not simply the 
artist’s conceit: in the words of one observer, Miller’s tavern was a “Negro 
Bastille” in the midst of the nation’s capital, a place where enslaved and free 
blacks were incarcerated after having been “torn from their connections and 
the affections of their lives” (figure 00.2).11

Suspended between brick and sky, death and life, Anna’s figure asks view-
ers to consider why this moment arose and what should be done about it. 
Beyond her descending body and the square, there is only a void of un-
certainty. Anna could not imagine that she could endure the trip south or 
separation from her family: she leapt out of the window because death in 
the present was an imaginable alternative to the inconceivable prospect of 
separation and sale. In parallel fashion, those who viewed this image or 
heard her story could not see beyond this shuttered block into the future of 
slavery in the united States. Anna’s leap, made in the country’s capital and 

00.2. After hearing an account of Anna and believing her to be dead, Jesse Torrey went to Miller’s 
tavern to view her body. Surprised to find her alive, he questioned her about her reasons for 

jumping out the window. In this illustration, he is the central and tallest person in the engraving, 
both typical visual tropes used to depict racial superiority. He is also the most illuminated 

figure in the scene, a detail that conveys the moral force of his antislavery work. Anna is shown 
here as he reported “on entering the room, I observed her lying upon a bed on the floor.” He 
faces away from her, interviewing one of three kidnapped free blacks who were confined with 

her in the garret. Source: Jesse Torrey, A Portraiture of Domestic Slavery (Philadelphia, 1817). 
This item is reproduced by permission of  The Huntington library, San Marino, California.
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memorialized in rider’s etching, posed a central political question for the 
nation. Could Americans conceive of a future without slavery and the do-
mestic slave trade? Anna’s attempted suicide conveyed a powerful, if deeply 
tragic, political force because it exposed the contradictions of slavery that 
were central to the unfolding of the early united States, the legacy of which 
continues to shape national dialogue today.

The suicides of enslaved people in early America have a history that both 
preceded and followed Anna’s near- fatal early- morning jump from the gar-
ret window of george Miller’s tavern in the District of Columbia in 1815. 
Beginning with the Atlantic trade and the emergence of slave societies in 
colonial British North America, to the formation of the united States in 
the wake of the American revolution, and up through the eve of the Civil 
War, the suicides of enslaved people were visible and significant features of 
slavery in America. Anna’s story, then, emerges as only one of many possible 
points from which to chart the implications of those deaths. It is the exten-
sive, entangled, and evolving history of suicide by enslaved people in early 
North America that is chronicled in these pages.
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Brought to the Work- House. December 12, 1758. A young Mandingo negro man, 

who calls himself caesar, and says he belongs to William Godfrey, Gordon, or 

Goddard at Pedee, has lost a tooth in the upper and lower jaw, and has on an 

old white negro cloth jacket and breeches. Says his master had a negro that killed 

himself, and his being ordered to cut the dead negro’s head off was the occasion 

of his running away.

—South Carolina Gazette, 17591

I n t r o D u c t I o n

the Problem of Suicide in 
north American Slavery

In December 1758, an escaped slave named caesar was picked up by pa-
trollers and delivered to the workhouse in charleston, South carolina. the 
initial notice of his capture, which included a physical description and ap-
proximations of his master’s surname, appeared periodically in the South 
Carolina Gazette over the next three months. When caesar remained un-
claimed in early May 1759, the notice was amended, perhaps in an effort 
to stir his owner’s memory, to include the reason for caesar’s flight. the 
paper’s altered version, given in the epigraph above, offered up a rare, if not 
singular, explanation in the printed genre of runaway advertisements. As 
caesar reportedly put the matter, one of his fellow slaves had killed himself, 
and, to punish this act of suicide, caesar’s owner had commanded him to 
“cut the dead negro’s head off.” caesar’s refusal of this order was the “occa-
sion” or reason for his running away.2

Few of those who read or heard caesar’s story at the time were strangers 
to acts of self- destruction by either enslaved or free persons. Most South 
carolinians of European extraction would have considered intentional 
suicide— that is, a purposeful act of self- destruction by a mentally sound 
person— to be a grievous offense against church, state, and community. 



of all of the ways to die, suicide was surely one of the worst. throughout 
christendom, self- destruction was understood to be the vilest of sins: it 
violated the sixth commandment’s prohibition against killing, and because 
despair was to be endured rather than escaped, those who chose self- murder 
had surrendered to the Devil’s instigation. In addition to indicating weak-
ness and wickedness, self- murder also exemplified a willful rejection of 
the fate assigned by God. Suicide was self- indulgent; anguish imposed by 
the Almighty was a test to be borne.3 As English clergyman and theolo-
gian Henry Hammond explained in A Practical Catechism, first published 
in 1644, christians were expected to submit to “providence, and to wait, 
though it be in the most miserable, painful, wearisome life” until God was 
pleased to offer “manumission and deliverance” from existence.4

Suicide also robbed the state of a subject, making it one of the worst pos-
sible felonies against the crown. “Self- murder,” the legal term, captured its 
essential transgression: an intentional suicide was a felon of the self or felo 
de se. In contrast, suicide as the result of insanity, delirium caused by illness, 
or mental disability— that is, by anyone non compos mentis, or not of “sound 
mind”— was considered to be unintentional and therefore not a felony. As 
Michael Dalton wrote in Countrey Justice, a popular legal manual used by 
local magistrates throughout England and colonial British America, because 
willful suicide was an “offence against God, against the King, and against 
nature,” it was in fact a “great[er] offense” than killing another person.5 As 
was the case for any early modern felony, suicide was penalized: the per-
sonal estates of self- murderers were subjected to confiscation and forfeited 

0.1. Advertisement for caesar. Source: South Carolina Gazette, 5 May 1759. this item is  
reproduced by permission of the South caroliniana Library, columbia.
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to the crown’s authorities. Suicide also defied the law of nature, which com-
pelled individuals to “preserve and cherish” the self.6 Punishments could 
extend beyond forfeiture to public ignominies, including irregular burials 
and postmortem desecration of suicides’ corpses.7 It is difficult to know how 
common the latter was in early modern Europe— it clearly occurred, but 
may have not been routine— but internment within the churchyard accom-
panied by christian rites was generally proscribed for those who died by 
suicide, in order to signal their separation from the community of the living 
and the dead.8 In Virginia in 1819, a private burial was arranged for a man 
who died by suicide; and in 1832 another young man who killed himself 
was buried in the evening.9 It is difficult to know, however, whether these 
were typical burial practices for felo de se verdicts.

Whether caesar’s owner absolutely condemned all acts of self- 
destruction in all these ways is impossible to guess, but he certainly objected 
to the suicide of this unnamed enslaved man. When caesar’s owner ordered 
him to be the agent of punishment, the former meant not only to dem-
onstrate his power over dead slaves, but also to frighten living ones away 
from self- destructive inclinations. For many European settlers in the slave 
societies of colonial America, a suicidal slave was the worst of rebels, akin 
to those who engaged in armed revolt against their captors and masters.10 
Self- inflicted death by enslaved people defied their very ownership and de-
prived their masters of property. Slave owners also reviled suicide because 
they feared that the act was contagious and attributed it to particular African 
ethnic groups who appeared to prefer self- inflicted death to slavery. Perhaps 
above all, suicide by enslaved people not only challenged European beliefs 
about good and bad deaths, it also shattered their pretentions of power over 
bondpeople.

caesar’s beliefs about suicide are more difficult to pin down. In mid- 
eighteenth- century South carolina, enslaved Africans were a multiethnic, 
polyglot assemblage of people with origins in countries that, according to 
mostly European onlookers, exhibited considerable variance in their views 
toward suicide. Among the early modern Yoruba and Ashanti, for instance, 
suicide was deemed a praiseworthy and honorable response to peril, dis-
grace, and a life that had become burdensome. In other nations, the act 
was condemned; in still others, murderers were expected to hang them-
selves for their crimes.11 Despite any preexisting cultural prohibitions, how-
ever, the horrors of capture and enslavement as well as the brutalities of 
transport and sale may have rendered suicide both more easily imaginable 
and more acceptable for forcibly transported Africans regardless of their 
origins. From the beginnings of the Atlantic trade, for instance, as Michael  
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Gomez has demonstrated, both the Igbo (variously, Ebo or Ibo) and the 
Akan gained reputations for a propensity for suicide and appear to have 
viewed self- destruction as a permissible response to enslavement.12 Similar 
views can be found in the earliest slave narratives published in the 1700s, and 
suicide remained a recurring theme in nineteenth- century examples of the 
genre as well; in their narratives, a range of slave protagonists discussed self-  
destruction without condemning the act, viewing it as a tragic but reason-
able, if not morally imperative, alternative to slavery.13 In addition, for those 
individuals who believed in reincarnation, as some Africans did, suicide 
extinguished only the physical self.14 Death, however achieved, was a me-
dium of transformation and rebirth: it was a conduit for the spirit to rejoin 
families and ancestors and a channel for the soul to return home to Africa.

If we cannot know precisely how caesar regarded suicide, his actions 
speak volumes about his reasons for fleeing. caesar risked the hazards of 
running away— he was picked up about sixty miles from charleston— and 
endured the hardships of the workhouse, the disciplinary terrors of which 
were reportedly equal to those of the harshest plantations, rather than obey 
his master’s order.15 the command to dismember a fellow slave— or to de-
capitate anyone— may have horrified him. Possibly, he objected to it for 
spiritual reasons. Proscriptions against interfering with the bodies of the 
dead were shared widely across much of the early modern world, not least 
because those who endured violent deaths were believed to possess the ca-
pacity to haunt the living. Just as Europeans staked the bodies of suicides 
at crossroads to prevent their ghostly risings, some Africans as well avoided 
the graves of those who died violently. Both cases reflect the belief that, if 
aroused, the dead could harm the living.16 Whatever caesar’s beliefs about 
the task assigned to him— horror, fear, or loyalty— he expected to be pun-
ished for refusing the order, and so he ran away. of the many things we 
cannot know about caesar, we do know this telling detail: he preferred the 
risks of flight and the likelihood of a flogging if apprehended to carrying out 
his master’s order.17

Why does caesar’s story matter? For many people, suicide, both past and  
present, is unfathomable. In the contemporary united States, specialists typ-
ically link suicide to psychological and emotional distress and often attri-
bute it to depression, anger, or hopelessness. communities extend sympa-
thy to the families of those who die by suicide, and public and private funds 
support hotlines and suicide- prevention measures. news organizations re-
port spikes in suicide rates with alarm. Surging numbers of suicides among 
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Gulf and Iraq War veterans and uS military servicewomen and - men, for in-
stance, are viewed as an urgent national problem for which Americans seek  
explanations and demand solutions.18 these modern responses to suicide 
only emerged, however, beginning in the mid- eighteenth century, when 
self- destruction began to be attributed to emotional hardship and psy-
chological distress, often defined as a product of mental diseases, such as 
melancholy or mania. the rise of medical explanations for suicide surfaced 
alongside philosophical and religious debates over the right to suicide, the 
terms of which were publicly argued both in specialized treatises and com-
mon newspapers. Some of those who supported the decriminalization of 
suicide, including thomas Jefferson, viewed the act as a disease; others re-
garded it as within the compass of rational free will exercised by individu-
als. Furthermore, arguments for the decriminalization of suicide were not 
solely issued from the pens of Enlightenment philosophes and political lead-
ers: over the course of the eighteenth century, local juries in England and 
British America increasingly declined the felo de se verdicts that would have 
punished suicide with criminal penalties and instead favored non compos 
mentis rulings. together, the debates of intellectuals and clerics as well as the 
practices of local legal actors combined to level a challenge to traditional at-
titudes toward suicide, and in many states criminal sanctions were removed 
in the wake of the American revolution.19 Still, divided views of suicide 
persist in American law and culture. 20 Self- destruction still carries religious 
and cultural stigma, and it remains a profoundly unsettling act for families, 
communities, and nations. Despite our comparative humanitarianism to-
day, acts of suicide, as can be seen most clearly in debates over assisted sui-
cide, continue to challenge our understanding of the divide between private 
will and public interest.

As caesar’s story illustrates, suicide carried far different meanings in the 
context of early modern British American slavery. His account, along with 
the many other reports of enslaved people’s suicides that are the subject of 
this book— evidence found in ship logs and surgeons’ journals, judicial and 
legislative records, across a range of newspapers, periodicals, novels, and 
plays, and drawn from abolitionist print culture and slave narratives— is 
meaningful because it illustrates the significance of death by suicide in 
the slave societies of colonial British America and, later, the united States. 
Stories like caesar’s matter because they illuminate the intimate circum-
stances, cultural meanings, and political consequences of enslaved people’s 
acts of self- destruction in the context of early American slavery.21 Suicide 
reflected the struggles between enslaved men and women and their traders 
and owners; self- destruction by enslaved people was an ongoing aspect of 
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the culture of colonization that shaped understandings of race and gender 
in early America. In literary and popular culture, representations of slave 
suicide were vehicles for considering the character of enslaved people and 
reflecting on the imperial and national implications of Anglo- American 
slavery. Acts of suicide by slaves also highlighted tensions in understandings 
of property and personhood that were fundamental to the legalities and 
commerce of slavery. Whether or not they intended it, slaves’ self- inflicted 
deaths shaped criticisms of slavery: when the earliest abolitionist literature 
emerged in the late eighteenth- century Anglo- Atlantic, it used occasions 
and images of slave suicide to denounce the institution. In short, suicide 
was central to the history and culture of slavery and antislavery efforts in  
early British America and the united States. In these pages, I consider the 
suicides of enslaved people in eighteenth- century America from several 
perspectives.

First, this book explores the circumstances that fostered enslaved peo-
ple’s acts of self- destruction and examines the meanings of their choices to 
die by suicide. Slaves chose suicide for many reasons: self- destruction could 
be impulsive or premeditated; a defensive response to brutality, trauma, or 
alienation; a deliberate escape from punishment, transport, or sale; a con-
duit to spiritual or ancestral reunion; or a means of cheating the gallows. 
Whatever slaves’ reasons, however, their traders, transporters, and owners, 
like caesar’s master, considered suicide dangerous and treasonous. For 
them, preventing suicide was central to the social order of slavery: like fore-
stalling insurrection, suicide prevention was crucial to maintaining control 
of ships, coffles, and plantations.

Second, accounts of enslaved people’s suicides challenged European 
beliefs about suicide. In colonial north America, Indians, Africans, and 
Europeans judged one another by their deathways. cultural arbiters often 
expressed recognition at familiar death practices or surprise at their strange-
ness.22 However, European responses to slave suicide did not always fall 
on the same side of this neat divide; sometimes their reactions betrayed a 
grudging admiration for enslaved people’s acts of self- destruction, a fascina-
tion that paralleled their observations of Indian suicide as well. In addition, 
Europeans divorced slave suicide from the processes of enslavement. rather 
than link suicide to slavery, instead they reported that slaves killed them-
selves because they were ethnically predisposed to suicide, superstitious 
and fearful, or temperamental and stubborn. representations in literature 
and popular culture often sustained these connections, using acts of suicide 
to examine, quite admiringly at times, enslaved people’s codes of honor 
while simultaneously demonstrating their fitness for slavery. As Europeans 
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grafted distinct motives and methods of suicide onto their assumptions 
about Africans and African Americans, they forged connections among race, 
gender, and temperamental differences.23 they used suicide to brand slaves 
as commodities; self- destruction illustrated the qualities of tractability or 
aggression in order to make certain ethnicities more or less saleable.24

third, this study analyzes the legal and cultural ramifications of enslaved 
people’s suicides in the slave societies of eighteenth- century British north  
America. As we see in caesar’s story, suicide was an affront to plantation 
hierarchies. At the same time, acts of self- destruction by slaves mattered to 
emerging slave codes, local courts, and colonial and state legislatures as 
well. the law may have simultaneously defined slaves as human beings and 
chattel properties, but in the very act of killing themselves, slaves became 
criminally culpable persons under the law. criminal acts, including suicide, 
were the outcome of mens rea or intention, and suicide, ironically, erased 
the civil death that was slavery. 25 Yet because slaves were also chattel, colo-
nial legislatures fashioned laws that, under certain circumstances, allowed 
masters to recover from government coffers the monetary value of slaves 
who died by their own hands. In addition, plantation owners singled out 
suicidal slaves for exceptional punishments. Privately and publicly, traders 
and masters subjected slave suicides to the worst manner of physical retribu-
tion: their bodies were burned, hung, gibbeted, decapitated, dismembered, 
and left to rot in full view.26 By the mid- eighteenth century, these sanctions 
for suicide in British America were, as far as I have been able to ascertain, 
routinely visited only on the bodies of enslaved people.

Fourth, the contradictions posed by slave suicide led to fundamental 
changes in the way that Americans and Europeans viewed slavery. Every 
choice to die by suicide could be politically construed as fundamentally, 
even if unintentionally, an antislavery act, a resounding criticism of the 
institution. Enslaved people’s deaths by suicide unsettled the question of 
slavery in colonial courtrooms, legislatures, plantations, and cities as well as  
in newspapers, periodicals, novels, and plays decades before antislavery  
activists used accounts of slave suicide to exemplify the wrongs of slavery. 
Like resistance to sale or running away, slave suicide created a heightened 
public awareness of the violence and power of slavery.27 the earliest expres-
sions of these contradictions were not lost on those who objected to the 
peculiar institution: the first generation of antislavery activists used these 
paradoxes to alter the international dialogue about the legalities of slavery. 
Drawing on allegedly true instances of slave suicide, antislavery poems like 
thomas Day’s The Dying Negro (1773) used self- destruction to challenge 
England’s role in international slave trafficking as well as British colonials’ 
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reliance on and acceptance of slavery. After the American revolution, slaves 
and abolitionists alike recounted stories of slaves who self- inflicted death in 
response to labor regimes, domestic sale, and physical and sexual violence.28 
In relating these stories of self- destruction, antislavery activists, including for-
mer slaves, aimed for nothing less than changing the imperial and, later, the 
national discussion of slavery. Each generation and constituency of antislav-
ery activists found a distinct target: the earliest abolitionists focused on erad-
icating the international slave trade; after its cessation, attention shifted to the 
domestic trade, gradual emancipation, and colonization schemes; antebel-
lum activists took full aim at the institution of slavery itself. Among all of 
these groups, suicide remained a persistent image of the injustice of slavery.

Finally, slave self- destruction remained a changing and contested part 
of American cultural memory well after the Emancipation Proclamation 
ended slavery in the united States.29 Among African Americans, suicide 
by enslaved persons was the subject of fiction, as well as a touchstone in 
Works Progress Administration (WPA) interviews of ex- slaves in the 1930s.30 
Stories of suicide in slavery found perhaps their fullest flowering in the re-
gional folklore of the flying Africans that originated in the Sea Islands of 
South carolina and Georgia; these were tales of slaves who possessed the 
magical power of flight to leave their labors in north America and return 
home to Africa. Well after slavery ended, former slaves and their descen-
dants, along with African American writers, reshaped stories of slave suicide 
into a powerful regional folklore and an enduring literary motif. these cul-
tural expressions reflect the ways in which memory transfigured the trag-
edy of self- destruction in slavery and reveal the perseverance and relevance 
of both slavery and suicide as historical subjects. considering the memory 
of slave suicide suggests the ways in which generations of Americans have 
grappled with its meanings and reshaped its implications not only for indi-
viduals, but also for families, communities, and, eventually, for the nation  
as well.

The Power to Die is largely focused on the slave societies of eighteenth- century 
British north America, particularly Virginia, Maryland, and north and 
South carolina, although some evidence is also drawn from the caribbean. 
Because the history of suicide in slavery begins in an imperial context and 
ends in a national one, I make use of sources that originated in and circu-
lated throughout England, colonial British America, and the united States. 
this is not to say that acts of suicide by enslaved people were everywhere 
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the same in British America or unchanging over time. Like slavery itself, self- 
destruction varied by region, and this study is attentive to these differences. 
With the onset of both the American revolution and Anglo- American abo-
litionism in the 1770s, however, my focus narrows to consider the meaning 
of slave suicide in antislavery activism in the early national and antebellum 
united States.

I use a broad base of evidence, both out of necessity and design. Anyone 
who studies enslaved people in eighteenth- century north America must 
grapple with a profound scarcity of primary source materials; that lack is 
even more pronounced for those who study the period before the Ameri-
can revolution. Indeed, that dearth is one of slavery’s legacies. Despite the 
relative lack of sources by enslaved people, however, slave suicide was evi-
dent across a range of Anglo- American institutions from the seventeenth 
through the nineteenth centuries. For this reason, the sources employed 
here include commercial accounts (captains and surgeons’ logs, traders’ 
correspondence); legal documents (court orders, litigation, petitions); leg-
islative records, including investigations into the slave trade; newspapers, 
periodicals, and fiction; and antislavery visual and print culture, including 
slaves’ narratives. In short, it includes any material that circulated among 
an Anglo- American readership or depicted slave suicide in early America. 
Many but not all of these sources reflect actual instances of self- destruction 
by enslaved people. However, no matter how imaginative, these materials 
reflect the circulation of ideas and representations about slave suicide. these 
accounts do not all agree: some existed to support slavery while others were 
used to contest it. Yet their diversity attests to the far- reaching cultural and 
political implications of enslaved people’s suicides throughout the settle-
ment of British America and formation of the united States.

Historians of early American slavery have mostly overlooked the systematic 
study of suicide and slavery, and The Power to Die is the first attempt at a full- 
length study of the subject. In the historiography of slavery, suicide is often 
used anecdotally, to illustrate the cruelty of the institution or the strength 
of slave resistance. Seldom has slave self- destruction been the sole focus 
of investigation, and certainly this is its first book- length study. Historians 
who have considered slave suicide in depth have been most likely to show, 
as do John thornton, Daniel Walker, and Michael Gomez, that enslaved 
people’s attitudes toward suicide were linked to African ethnicity, culture, 
and religion and were altered by the rise of the slave trade.31 Slave suicide 
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has also been studied as an aspect of national identity, as Louis A. Pérez, Jr.’s, 
work on cuba has demonstrated.32 Historians Mark S. Schantz and richard 
Bell have examined slave suicide in the context of abolitionist reform, while 
David Silkenat and Diane Miller Sommerville use suicide as a lens into race 
and death in civil War America. until the last decade, historians who study 
suicide, rather than slavery, have not even considered slave suicide as part 
of their evidence, but recent scholarship on early national and antebellum 
suicide, particularly by the scholars cited above, offers much- needed correc-
tives to this long- standing omission.33

If historians have not looked deeply at enslaved people’s acts of self- 
destruction, in part it is because suicide is an intricate historical problem 
to study; in the context of slavery, it is doubly difficult. For the most part, 
slaves did not leave suicide notes, so we appear to lack direct written evi-
dence of their intentions. For the pre- revolutionary period, we have almost 
no accounts of slave suicide from the viewpoint of other enslaved people. 
Popularly circulating sources, like the newspaper account of caesar, for in-
stance, also appear to give little insight into slave subjectivity. By the mid-  to 
late- eighteenth century, legislative petitions and sporadic coroners’ inquests 
begin to report slave suicide, but these terse documents tend to focus mostly 
on how and when some slaves killed themselves, leaving unanswered the 
question of why they did so. only with the rise of antislavery literature in 
the nineteenth century do African American writers, many of them ex- slaves, 
discuss suicidal ideation or relate episodes of self- destruction. Despite the 
fact that slave narratives are politically purposeful accounts, they still offer a 
window into the personal subjectivity of enslaved men and women. In do-
ing so, they provide an accounting of “what it felt like to suffer, and what it 
cost to endure” the suffering of slavery.34

Despite these limitations, however, the documents are not completely 
opaque; meaning can be derived from these fragments if we can learn to 
read the how and the when for reflections on the why. Moreover, reports of 
slave suicide are addressed in early modern traders’ letters, masters’ diaries, 
travelers’ accounts, and printed discussions of slavery across and beyond the 
Anglo- Atlantic. In part, the reemergence of death as a category of histori-
cal analysis, as illustrated by the work of Vincent Brown, Drew Faust, Karla 
Fc Holloway, and Erik r. Seeman, has offered key insights, methods, and 
theories— mortuary politics, the centrality of deathways to colonization— 
that have importantly shaped the directions of this study.35

Studying suicide raises questions about slave resistance and agency, 
two of the most fraught terms in the historiography of slavery. Is suicide 
the ultimate act of resistance, as some antislavery activists and, later, some 
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historians argue? Is it only a purposeful expression of the individual and, on 
occasion, the collective power to reject slavery?36 While surely at times it was 
so, it is also necessary to penetrate the rhetoric of abolitionism and push be-
yond the model of resistance in order to grasp the complexities of suicide in 
slavery. often, the power of enslaved people’s suicides, intentionally or not, 
lay in the way self- destruction directly exposed the contradictions of slavery 
and implicitly called into question the institution’s pretensions to paternal-
ism. that is a very different thing from viewing any suicide by any slave as an 
unequivocal act of resistance or a clear reflection of agency, two terms that 
are used cautiously in these pages. Some enslaved men and women carefully 
planned their suicides; these acts might be understood as resistant, although 
they were not necessarily intended to express that broad power. others lost 
their minds. According to mariners along the Middle Passage, a few slaves 
who killed themselves “showed every sign of being mad,” making “great” 
noises and displaying uncontrolled emotions and physical convulsions.37 
Still other slaves killed themselves impulsively and impetuously, rather than 
deliberately. caesar’s fellow slave lies silent on this issue, but Anna describes 
her leap as the result of panic and compulsion rather than forethought; she 
does not in fact ever refer to her jump as an attempt at suicide and expresses 
regret over having done it.38

Viewing self- destruction by enslaved people only or even primarily as 
an act of resistance, moreover, obscures the finer grains of its political and 
personal significance. to understand self- destruction as one slave resisting 
one master risks losing sight of the meanings of those deaths for the im-
mediate slave community, the slave trade and plantation system, and for 
Anglo- American culture and politics more broadly. Moreover, to see slave 
suicide as resistance suggests that self- destruction was a freely made choice; 
to the extent that suicide was conscious and deliberate, it was selected from 
an egregiously narrow range of possibilities. Suicide resulted in the death 
of the subject; this factor alone should temper any unqualified sense of tri-
umph. Jennifer Morgan argues that resistance to enslavement was routine: 
many actions by the enslaved, ranging from the quotidian to the extraordi-
nary, reflect this truth. Yet to assume a kind of “perpetual resistance” is to 
enter an interpretative vacuum that can erase the physical pain and suffer-
ing as well as the emotional and psychical wounds of slavery.39 Similarly, 
Walter Johnson argues that using agency as the defining issue in the history 
of slavery can forestall important considerations of the intricacies of human 
activity. Agency is a concept upon which the history of slavery ought to be 
predicated; to view it as an outcome of the evidence obliterates the com-
plexity of slavery.40 In the case of suicide, to say that slaves, ironically, chose 
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it in order to die autonomously or to argue that slave self- destruction was 
an index of their humanity ignores both the chillingly fatal cost of slaves’ 
self- destructive acts— they died— and the meanings of those deaths. Instead, 
I focus on the forces that propelled enslaved people to that moment of self- 
harm as well as the legal, political, and cultural ramifications of those fatal 
acts as essential features of early American slavery.

Stepping outside of the resistance model allows us to better compre-
hend the history, implications, and politics of slave self- destruction. the 
suicides of enslaved men and women in early America were predicated on 
a complex range of material, emotional, and physical circumstances. In ad-
dition, those deaths conveyed a host of cultural and political paradoxes and 
contradictions. to reduce all suicide by slaves to resistance, after all, is to 
consider only the masters’ (e.g., slave suicide resists the owner’s authority) 
or the abolitionists’ (e.g., slave suicide resists the slave trade or the institu-
tion of slavery) point of view. In order to offset these oppositions, as much  
as possible I also consider the perspectives of the enslaved— admittedly of -
ten imperfectly surmised from a close reading of the evidence— and by 
drawing from slave narratives, ex- slave interviews, and memories of suicide 
in slavery.

Beyond resistance, suicide is also difficult to study because the act is not 
as easily defined and straightforward as it first would appear. Europeans had 
legal definitions of suicide that were specific and hinged on intentionality. 
While this may appear to be a clear- cut determination, in reality the ap-
plication of legal standards varied with region and changed over time. For 
those relatively few instances for which a coroner’s report for slave suicide 
exists— mostly from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries— the 
act was almost always determined to be a criminal felo de se. Sometimes, 
juries noted if slaves possessed “goods or chattels, lands or tenements” to 
be forfeited, although this was even more rare.41

Yet intention is not only an issue to be judged through the eyes of 
eighteenth- century empowered actors; it poses a lingering question for the 
historian as well. I do not rely solely on European assessments of inten-
tionality. If an enslaved woman was surrounded by patrollers and was shot 
when she refused to surrender, was her death a homicide or a suicide? If an 
enslaved man ran into a pond to escape an imminent beating and drowned 
because he would not come out and could not swim, was his death a sui-
cide? In 1828, a Virginia jury ruled that it was so. An enslaved man named 
James, “being alarmed by information of there being patrolling,” ran into 
the Staunton river and attempted to cross; the jurors determined that he 
was “voluntarily and feloniously a felon of himself.”42 Legal onlookers did 
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not always agree on these matters, however. In 1770, for instance, a north 
carolina coroner’s jury ruled that Quamey had accidentally drowned trying 
to escape from patrollers. An agent for his master, however, testified that 
Quamey had run away, but when he was about to be retaken, he “jumped 
into the north East river and drowned himself.”43 Masters and patrollers 
routinely found slaves dead in the woods with no apparent marks of vio-
lence. Were self- starvation and deliberate exposure to the elements forms 
of suicide or part of what Karla Fc Holloway describes as “suicide- like” be-
haviors?44 Sometimes these actions were clearly understood or intended to 
produce death. In 1813, for instance, a South carolina jury found that the 
enslaved rose came to her death by “starving in the woods with hunger and 
cold.”45 In 1823, another jury similarly ruled that Booker, an enslaved man, 
was an “[accessary] to his own death by drinking too much spirits and being 
exposed to the inclemency of the weather.”46 In 1866, former slave Matty J.  
Jackson reported that her grandfather “in deep despair and overwhelmed 
with grief . . . made his escape to the woods, determined to put an end to 
his sorrows by perishing with cold and hunger.”47 In legislative petitions, 
court records, and newspaper accounts, direct evidence of suicide is often 
ambiguous. Some slaves were simply listed as “found dead” and may have 
ended their lives through poison or starvation. others died apparently in-
explicably while awaiting trial; some reportedly “set fire to” their jails; still 
others appear to have courted or sought death quite deliberately. Suicidal 
inclinations can be understood to encompass some of these kinds of acts as 
well: that is, those that suggest self- destructive behaviors.

However, it cannot be too strongly stated that all of these data from le-
gal records must be treated with great caution. Patrollers’ reports, masters’ 
claims that their slaves killed themselves, and verdicts of suicide from coro-
ners’ inquests potentially mask homicidal violence against slaves. Similarly, 
deaths that might be legally ruled as accidental may have been homicides 
or suicides; on occasion, for instance, juries determined that slaves had acci-
dentally hanged themselves or unintentionally died by accidentally stabbing 
themselves.48 Some inquests were no doubt held at the request of masters 
who suspected foul play and wanted to sue for damages. Finally, and perhaps 
significantly, both in the past and present, suicide is underreported. this may 
have been especially true in slave societies because enslaved people’s suicides 
damaged owners’ reputations and spoiled the illusion that plantations were 
pastoral idylls. In order to protect their names and standing in the com-
munity, some masters appear to have concealed evidence of slave suicide.49

All of these qualifications suggest the ways in which counting sui-
cide, a difficult and rather inconclusive task even today, is extraordinarily 
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problematic in early modern north America. I offer no absolute measures of 
suicide by enslaved people and cannot say with certainty whether it was fre-
quent or rare. one British lieutenant and West Indian slave owner testified 
in 1790 that slave suicide was “not uncommon” among newly imported, 
unseasoned slaves, a charge that was widely echoed in a parliamentary in-
vestigation into the slave trade. those observers were hardly disinterested.50 
Yet we simply lack consistent statistics on which to draw. captains and sur-
geons kept logs for insurers and investors and were required to account for 
their profits and losses. these provide some measures of shipboard suicide, 
but studies using them exhibit a wide variation. In his sample of eighty- 
six slave ship surgeons’ journals from 1788– 1797, Marcus rediker finds 
that twenty- five of eighty- six ships, or nearly one- third, witnessed suicide 
by captive cargo. this estimate does not tell us how many slaves may have 
resorted to suicide, but rediker describes this rate of reporting as a “serious 
understatement.”51 on the other hand, in his study of ninety- two slave ship 
surgeons’ logs for the five- year stretch of 1792– 1796, David Eltis calculates 
that 7.2% of slave deaths during loading on the African coast and on the 
Middle Passage were attributed to suicide.52 If we cannot say for certain that 
suicide by enslaved people was rare or frequent, it seems clear enough that 
it was visible and notable.

In addition, numerical estimates of slave suicide date from late 
eighteenth- century England, after several key legal decisions ruled that 
losses due to suicide aboard slavers were uninsurable. For instance, the 1785 
Jones v. Small decision established new guidelines for insurers of slave ships. 
the issue in the case was an insurrection in which six slaves were killed or 
drowned and an additional fifty- five died of injuries. Losses to this cargo of 
slaves had been insured against mutiny, but the court ruled that the deaths 
of slaves who jumped into the sea or starved themselves after the insurrec-
tion were not insured. In effect, that meant that any suicide that occurred 
aboard ship in the absence of an insurrection was not considered in and of 
itself a form of mutiny; such a death was therefore uninsured.53 the legal 
decision gave captains and surgeons incentives to conceal evidence of self- 
destruction. For instance, some ship logs report but do not directly attri-
bute to suicide slaves who died “suddenly” or from “sulkiness”; those who 
were “drowned” or went “missing”; or for whom no reason was given.54 In 
British north America and the united States, coroners’ inquests on dead 
slaves were erratic and irregular, as has been noted; there was no legal re-
quirement that inquests be held on slaves, and usually this was done only 
if owners planned to sue for damages. Masters could petition the legislature 
for compensation for suicidal slaves, but this would be guaranteed only if 
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the slaves were already charged with felonies. therefore, these numbers, too, 
undercount actual suicides. All of this means that any attempt to reckon 
the numbers of suicides by enslaved people will be incomplete, and at-
tempts to count them will likely render underestimates.55 ultimately, then, 
if the question of how many slaves killed themselves in the early modern 
Anglo- Atlantic and British north America is unanswerable, a more expressly 
qualitative and complex history of suicide and slavery can be found in a sur-
prising array of sources. Indeed, seen in this light, the numbers may be the 
least revealing of the evidentiary foundations of understanding the history 
of suicide by enslaved people in early America.

Despite the fragmentary evidence and sponginess of the numbers, how-
ever, the history of suicide in slavery is not only knowable; it is very much 
worth knowing. Suicide by enslaved people was evident in the transatlan-
tic slave trade and apparent as slave societies developed in colonial British 
north America. With the onset of the American revolution, slave suicide 
continued to convey political, cultural, and social significance throughout 
the early united States. Enslaved people’s acts of self- destruction occurred 
on rural plantations and urban centers, generated legal change and liter-
ary representations, and inspired the earliest antislavery activism as well 
as an expressive African American folklore. Suicide by enslaved people 
shaped relations between masters and slaves and ideas about gender and 
racial identity, fashioned and challenged the legalities that were central to 
slavery, and became a foundational political metaphor for abolitionism. 
Self- destruction by enslaved people conveyed a constellation of meanings 
across time and space that were at once local and transnational, personal 
and political.

The Power to Die proceeds thematically, with most of the chapters focused 
on the eighteenth century. chapter 1 discusses suicide in the Anglo- Atlantic 
slave trade, examining the patterns of suicide among enslaved Africans and 
charting the responses of mariners, owners, and traders to slaves’ acts of self- 
destruction. chapter 2 follows the story onto dry land, exploring the contra-
dictory and complex meanings of suicide that emerged as enslaved people 
endured seasoning in pre- revolutionary British America. chapter 3 explores 
cultural understandings of slave suicide in colonial north America and 
compares suicide among enslaved, indigenous, indentured, and free indi-
viduals. chapter 4 considers the emergence of public (criminal) and private 
(plantation) justice systems, examining legal codes and slave owners’ peti-
tions for compensation in cases of slave suicide. chapter 5 investigates the  
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politics of suicide in transatlantic Anglo- American popular print and drama.  
chapter 6, which bears the chronological thrust of the book, moves the story 
onto the national stage by charting the emergence of suicide as a key image 
in revolutionary- era antislavery literature and examining its persistence into 
the early national and antebellum periods. It evaluates the continuing and 
changing meanings of self- destruction in slave narratives and ex- slave inter-
views. Finally, the epilogue considers the memory of self- destruction in slav-
ery and the continuing power of suicide in slavery to preoccupy the living.

caesar’s story played out against a backdrop of tradition and transforma-
tion. the suicide of his fellow slave— as well as caesar’s response— illustrate 
the ways in which the global forces of the slave trade and the dynamics of 
power between slave and owner collided in local contexts in British north 
America. the meanings of suicide in slavery were neither stable nor static. 
Instead, they reverberated through print and law and eventually became a 
powerful force in antislavery activism in the early united States; long after 
slavery ended, suicide lingered on in African American memory and folk-
lore. Suicide is a privately encumbered, culturally laden, and politically 
meaningful act; any act of self- destruction casts a value judgment on life.56 
the self- inflicted deaths of enslaved people exposed fundamental contradic-
tions in the institution of slavery and communicated cultural meanings and 
political effects throughout the early modern Anglo- Atlantic, across colonial 
British America, and into the early united States. those deaths continue to 
speak to historians today.
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These blacks in general regard death very stoically . . . . This is what makes them, 

without caution but with steadfastness, rush into the most dangerous circum-

stances. The women have the same spirit and the same resolution. On my 1679 

voyage, a black woman of Aquambou, being unable, as she wished, to nurse a 

small child which she had, and having further got it into her head that we were 

taking her and her child to eat, threw herself one day, unnoticed, into the sea, leav-

ing her child on the mast- strut. . . . a canoe was sent to her rescue. . . . she gave us 

to understand that she had done everything she could to make herself drown, but 

that she had not been able to succeed in this, nature obstructing her destruction 

and making her, in spite of herself, employ the swimming ability and buoyancy 

she had acquired [earlier in life].

—Jean Barbot, Description of the Coasts of Guinea, 16881

O n e

Suicide and the Transatlantic Slave Trade

On ships crossing the Atlantic, from the African coast to American ports, 
captive Africans leapt into the ocean or refused to eat. They strangled and 
hanged themselves. They tore open their throats. Once in the new World, 
they ate dirt and stones, hurled themselves down hills and off ledges, ran 
into burning buildings, ingested poison, and dashed their heads against 
rocks. From the beginning to the end of the slave trade, from the African 
interior to its littoral, spanning the Atlantic passage to dispersal throughout 
the Americas, Africans responded to enslavement by destroying themselves. 
Often, with little else save their own bodies and stolen moments of op-
portunity, they chose death over slavery. That they did so made suicide a 
visible feature of the early modern trade in human beings from its earliest 
beginnings.



Despite the best efforts of captains and crews to prevent human cargoes 
from destroying themselves, the struggle over death was unceasing through-
out the transatlantic trade. In order to maximize investors’ revenues and 
ship profits, mariners had to arrive in American ports with as full a ship-
ment of slaves as possible. Doing so meant that crews not only needed to 
manage disease outbreaks and thwart revolts, they also had to stop captive 
Africans from destroying themselves. The concern for shipboard suicide was 
so pronounced, in fact, that slavers shared advice about and practiced sui-
cide prevention.2 Surgeons, captains, and traders kept logs, wrote manuals, 
published journals, and corresponded with one another. Their observations 
generated a commercial working knowledge about the African trade and 
suicide, one that revealed as much about the enslavers as it did about their 
human cargoes. This lore was at once capacious and tenacious. It arose on 
the African coast, accompanied slave ships across the Middle Passage, and 
persisted as slaves were offloaded, sold, and scattered across the eighteenth-  
and nineteenth- century Americas.

Some of the most common early modern beliefs about enslaved peo-
ple’s suicides that were generated by the pens of europeans are visible in 
the anecdote of the unnamed enslaved woman given above. The author of 
the report, Jean Barbot (1655– 1712), accompanied French slave ships as a 
commercial agent and provided some of the earliest descriptions of slaving 
to appear in print.3 In his brief but detailed anecdote, he first linked suicide 
to African ethnicity: “these blacks” was a specific reference to Akan- speaking 
people, native to present- day Ghana, where he traveled. The Akan, like all 
people of the Gold Coast, he continued, were fearless, resolved, and head-
strong in their commitment to death: “without caution,” he noted, they 
“rush into the most dangerous circumstances.”4 This fearlessness of death 
knew no gender: women had “the same spirit and same resolution” as did 
the men. Some of these particulars would have been familiar to a european 
readership who understood self- destruction as a passionate and stubborn 
act and sometimes linked it to national character.5 Other specifics likely 
challenged their attitudes. europeans understood suicide to be a sinful fel-
ony rather than an exemplification of heroism, and many believed that men 
and women considered suicide for distinct reasons; for instance, men killed 
themselves in the face of financial ruin while women did so in response to 
sexual transgressions. europeans also believed that women were less likely 
to possess the resolve necessary for successfully carrying out suicide.6 Thus, 
this anecdote of an attempted suicide reflected that beliefs about race, gen-
der, and self- destruction operated as reference points for the recognition of 
cultural similarity and difference.7
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Beyond these initial assessments of their fearlessness of death, Barbot 
also offered evidence of particular anxieties that fostered self- destruction 
in captive Africans. Slaves’ fears of cannibalism, regardless of sex, were fre-
quently featured in slave traders’ repertoires. Yet, enslavement also gave men 
and women different motives for suicide. According to Barbot, both the un-
named woman’s fear of being eaten and her inability to nurse her child were 
factors that propelled her leap overboard. In a revealing dovetailing, both 
of these reasons centered on sustenance; the Middle Passage engendered a 
heightened and symbolic anxiety about the body that centered on nourish-
ment— or the lack thereof. Moreover, while the Akan mother’s inability to 
nurse, easily imaginable as a product of the trauma and conditions of cap-
tivity, in part led to her suicide attempt, she left her child to survive, suggest-
ing that she did not wish to take the child’s life as well. In addition to giving 
specific reasons for her leap from the ship, Barbot also described her suicide 
attempt in terms of her temperament: she had “got it into her head” that 
she was going to be eaten, he tells us, and she was unable to nurse her child 
“as she wished.” Her stubbornness and irrationality, for him, also explained 
her attempt to die. The anecdote illustrates how the encounter between the 
French mariner and the enslaved Akan woman generated knowledge about 
suicide, gender, and ethnicity in the Atlantic slave trade.

The significance of shipboard suicide by captive Africans, like the at-
tempt of the unnamed Akan- speaking woman in Barbot’s account, comes 
into sharper relief by comparing the perspectives of both slaves and their 
enslavers. Africans and europeans carried competing and changing ideas 
of good and bad deaths with them through the Middle Passage, and these 
concepts shaped their views of self- destruction. In addition, the patterns  
of captive Africans’ suicides and mariners’ responses to those deaths ex-
pose the mortal struggles of power aboard ship. Those conflicts— African 
against european, commodification versus personhood, and, for some, life 
and death— visibly defined the physical, emotional, and psychological ex-
perience of the slave ship. The reports of enslaved people’s suicides come 
from the hands of the enslavers, whose records are imperfect and fragmen-
tary. enslaved people did not leave suicide notes, but when, like the Akan 
woman described by Barbot, they jumped overboard or refused food, they 
telegraphed intention and meaning to other slaves as well as to the officers 
and crew.8 Those accounts, used carefully, can yield insights into African 
subjectivities aboard ship and provide a corrective to the predominantly 
european archive of those who controlled the trade.

The patterns of Africans’ shipboard suicides partly reflected the physical, 
emotional, and psychological experiences of captivity. For instance, enslaved 
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people killed themselves in response to the conditions of the slave ship. In 
the face of high mortality and disease epidemics, dying by their own hands 
seemed to be a reasonable alternative to painful and sometimes lingering 
deaths from dysentery, smallpox, typhoid, fevers, and fluxes, all diseases that 
were exacerbated by inadequate provisioning, overcrowded holds, and sea-
faring catastrophes. In addition, enslaved people also died by suicide in re-
sponse to the unfamiliar discipline of shipboard regimes, during attempts at  
insurrections, or in the aftermath of rape, sexual violence, and physical bru-
tality.9 Their physical experiences of captivity were, of course, accompanied 
by interior traumas that were intensified by the unknown, unfamiliar, and 
unpredictable nature of the slave ship. The unnamed Akan woman, for in-
stance, conceivably suffered psychologically from her inability to nurse her 
child; uncertain what more the future might bring, she leapt from the ship.

Still other emotional and spiritual reasons became common refer-
ence points for explaining enslaved people’s attempts to end their lives. 
Barbot cited slaves’ fears of cannibalism as a factor in their suicides; other 
observers of the trade, particularly those from the late eighteenth century, 
influenced by the language of sentimentalism and antislavery politics, cited 
melancholy, despondency, despair, and nostalgia as reasons for slave self- 
destruction.10 Africans aboard ships killed themselves because they could 
not or would not recover from the psychological and emotional ravages of 
captivity, punishment, and the fracturing of community, familial, and pa-
rental relationships. enslaved people, observers noted, adamantly wished to 
die in response to all that they had endured. Perhaps most subversive to the 
slave trade was the belief held by some Africans that suicide, in the context 
of the slave trade, was an acceptable, if not more precisely a desirable, way 
of dying.

African shipboard suicides also shaped the conduct of mariners. For  
captains, surgeons, and crews, preventing slave suicide was essential to con-
trolling shipboard order. What is more, their observations of slave death 
practices also deepened their conceptions of the racial differences between 
europeans and Africans. Mariners and traders rarely viewed slave suicide in 
traditional Western terms. They did not interpret it as a sin or the product 
of diabolical inspiration, although they sometimes attributed it to mental 
unsoundness, the routine categories used in european explanations of sui-
cide in the early modern era. Instead, europeans more often used a mod-
ern secular and remarkably commercial argot to describe self- destruction 
by enslaved people aboard ships. Writing about the seventeenth century, 
for instance, Barbot attributes suicide to fear or sadness, rather than to sin 
or diabolical inspiration.11 In the mid- eighteenth century, South Carolina 
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merchant Henry Laurens described a “poor, pining” woman who hanged 
herself with a small vine; her ability to do so led him to a stark assessment 
of her low value, observing that “her carcass was not very weighty.” He also 
wrote to a Liverpool ship owner and slave trader that “stout healthy fellows 
sell to the most advantage” regardless of their country of origin, unless they 
were Igbo or Callabar who were “quite out of repute from numbers in every 
Cargo . . . destroying themselves.” Based on their propensity for suicide, 
on another occasion he wrote that “Callabar slaves won’t go down when 
others can be had in plenty.”12 In 1790, a planter from South Carolina simi-
larly testified that Igbo Africans were “remarkably high spirited” and did not 
“brook slavery so well as those from several other countries.”13 As mariners 
and traders assessed their human cargoes’ propensities for self- destruction, 
they effectively branded slaves according to ethnicity and temperament, 
qualities that made them more or less saleable commodities. These descrip-
tions underscored the idea that slave suicide was endemic to certain types 
of human cargoes, specific ethnicities of Africans, rather than to the system 
of enslavement itself.

Acts of suicide by captive Africans were ubiquitous aboard slave ships 
crossing from Africa to the Americas. Although eighteenth- century British 
America is the focus of this study, slave suicide is evident in the records left by  
a range of european mariners from the seventeenth through the nineteenth 
centuries, including after 1807, when Britain and the United States abolished  
the Atlantic slave trade.14 This is the case because self- destruction was the 
choice of individuals ranging across all groups of ethnic Africans subjected 
to the trade, and it was witnessed and reported by all european nations that 
made their fortunes through slaving. Individual captives identified as Akan, 
Angolan, Asante, Fante, Igbo, Kongo, and Mina found ways to end their lives.  
Their choices were evident to the Danish, Dutch, english, French, Portuguese, 
and Spanish traders and mariners who transported their human cargo to out-
posts and, later, settlements in north, Central, and South America, includ-
ing the Caribbean. Beginning in the 1770s, ex- slaves and abolitionists would 
use accounts of slave suicide to contest the very legitimacy of the slave trade 
itself. Until that moment, however, aboard ship, the suicides of enslaved car-
goes were themselves visible and powerful expressions of shipboard struggles  
in the trade that transported them from the African coast to British America.

The Atlantic trade brought together African and european ideas about 
good and bad deaths and set those beliefs against one another in the small 
confines of the slave ship. In many early modern cultures, but certainly not 
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all of them, suicide was regarded as the apex of a bad death and the worst 
way of dying. Suicide was, in a word, abhorrent; intentional self- destruction 
carried legal and religious punishments and community condemnations. 
Philippe Ariès has observed that attitudes toward death change compara-
tively slowly, and indeed, after centuries of censure, views toward suicide 
slowly began to modernize in europe and the Americas only toward the 
end of the eighteenth century.15 Cataclysmic events do, however, have the 
potential to more quickly alter outlooks on death. War, trade, famine, and 
economic upheavals, like those caused by the acceleration of the transat-
lantic slave trade or the impact of european colonization of America, did 
transform views of death, including self- inflicted death.16 These changing 
African and european beliefs about good and bad ways of dying collided 
with one another.

Although prohibitions against suicide appear to have existed across 
early modern Africa, they were not uniform. Africa was ethnically various, 
and different countries evidenced a range of perspectives on good and bad 
deaths. In West Africa, for instance, the Akan (modern Ghana) considered 
the suicides of war prisoners admirable.17 In contrast, in Igboland (mod-
ern nigeria), suicide was considered an “abomination”: offenders were de-
nied burial in ancestral grounds and families suffered social humiliation. 
Michael Gomez argues that, in most early modern African societies, sui-
cide was “unthinkable.”18 In the twentieth century, anthropologist Melville 
Herskovits reported that in West Central Africa, suicide was not “looked 
upon with the horror” occasioned by other untimely deaths. Suicides were 
buried with clothes and gifts, but the funeral rites, he reported, were “quiet” 
and “small.”19 Similarly, other anthropologists have found that the bod-
ies of African suicides were relegated to irregular burials. For instance, they 
might be placed in trenches, alongside the bodies of other cultural outsid-
ers, such as those who had died from epidemics, had been convicted of 
crimes, or were understood to be witches.20 These details suggest that the 
bodies of suicides were treated irregularly because they were feared, reviled, 
or perhaps both. Some archeologists have suggested that these practices con-
tinued in the Americas, where some evidence from Barbados indicates that 
those who had died in unusual ways, as through suicide, or possessed nega-
tive social traits, like witches, may have been buried face down, although it 
is not known whether this was done by order of the slave owner or the will 
of the slave community.21

Despite the evidence of cultural proscriptions against suicide, it is clear 
that, as the Atlantic slave trade advanced in the eighteenth century, West 
and West Central Africans responded to enslavement by killing themselves. 
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The depredations caused by the transatlantic slave trade altered traditional 
ethnic African attitudes toward suicide: self- destruction might have been 
regarded as a bad death in much of early modern Africa, but in those so-
cieties that were subjected to slave raids, traditional proscriptions against 
self- murder appear to have eroded.22 This radical rethinking of self- inflicted 
death seems to have occurred in the early stages of captivity. On African 
rivers or coasts, slaves leapt out of ships. Some were attempting to escape 
by swimming, but others who had no such skills clearly risked their lives.23 
Along the Middle Passage, captives repeatedly attempted to die by suicide. 
Accounts of these acts by mariners, surgeons, and traders suggested that 
African captives deemed suicide to be not only imaginable and acceptable, 
but even in some cases laudable and admirable.24

Suicide appears to have carried spiritual meanings for some Africans as 
well. In parts of West Africa, for instance, the dead were “remote and pow-
erful” spiritual figures. The living worshipped their departed forebears and 
believed that ancestors inhabited an afterlife where they influenced the liv-
ing.25 Kongolese buried the dead deep in the forest to give the soul maxi-
mum rest, and ceremonies honoring the dead included leaving food and 
drink at altars.26 If  West and West Central African attitudes toward suicide re-
sponded to the social and cultural depredations wrought by the commerce 
in slaves, as Michael Gomez so forcefully argues, then acceptance of suicide 
had a positive cultural function: self- inflicted death was a conduit for ances-
tral reunion.27 Destroying the body did not necessarily encompass destroy-
ing the self. It is also possible that some acts of suicide by enslaved people 
reflected African concepts of law and custom; captives in the slave trade, of 
course, came from communities that had distinctive legalities. The Igbo, 
for instance, recognized two systems of law, one divine and one human- 
made. Both systems of jurisprudence, Sally e. Hadden argues, shaped “legal 
relations, conceptions of guilt and innocence, and presumptions about hu-
man nature.” Violations of divine law carried the highest penalties. The Igbo 
expected murderers to hang themselves and assumed that other criminals 
would serve appropriate penance in order to restore the favor of the gods.28 
Additionally, if some Africans believed that enslavement was a punishment 
for violating spiritual law, perhaps suicide came to be viewed as an attempt 
to regain the favor of the divine. All of these details suggest that, for some 
Africans, suicide became an acceptable and perhaps admirable response to 
captivity and enslavement; others may have seen it as a duty according to 
their legal philosophy. Shipboard suicides were shaped by both corporal, 
emotional, and psychological experiences as well as by spiritual, cultural, 
and legal beliefs.
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Whether suicide was a response to brutality and punishment, a prod-
uct of fear or resignation, or sought because of the powerful spiritual pros-
pect of ancestral reunion, surviving communities of enslaved people did  
not condemn the act. The 1789 narrative of Olaudah equiano, for instance, 
chronicled his capture in the African interior and Middle Passage; he re-
ported that he “envied” the dead their “freedom” and did not criticize the 
suicide attempts of captives aboard ship.29 More to the point, other enslaved 
people well into the nineteenth century echoed his lack of condemnation 
of suicide. Accounts of slave suicide suggest that communities of enslaved 
people accepted and approved of the self- destructive acts of their peers. In 
mid- nineteenth- century Cuba, for instance, traveler Fredrika Bremer noted 
that other slaves revered the bodies of suicides, although this may have been 
more typical of enslaved people in Latin America or Cuba in particular.30 
While nineteenth- century north American ex- slave narratives do not ad-
dress specific rituals honoring those slaves who died at their own hands, 
neither do they condemn self- destruction. elizabeth Keckley, for instance, 
was matter of fact about the death of her uncle who hung himself from 
the branch of a willow tree: she condemns slavery’s “dark side,” but not 
his act of self- destruction.31 Frederick Douglass warned enslaved men and 
women away from the “crime” of suicide, even as he acknowledged that self- 
destruction was a reasonable response to slavery.32 Most explicitly, perhaps, 
Charles Ball argued that no one could “attach blame” to slaves who took 
their own lives, and he openly discussed his own suicidal ideation.33 If the 
Atlantic trade and enslavement altered some Africans’ attitudes toward self- 
inflicted death, those transformed beliefs persisted among enslaved men 
and women in north America up through the eve of the Civil War.

The perception that enslaved people regarded suicide as an acceptable, 
honorable, or even good way of dying directly contradicted the perspec-
tives of europeans. For them, slaves’ acts of self- destruction acquired new 
and subversive meanings. early modern european terminologies for suicide 
implied culpability: phrases like self- murderer, self- slayer, and self- destroyer 
reflected not simply the revulsion for suicide but the need for retributive 
justice obtained through punishing the suicide’s fortune, family, and body. 
Of course, these attitudes were not static. The word “suicide” itself, coined  
in seventeenth- century england but not commonly used until the eigh-
teenth century (when it spread to France, Spain, Italy, and Portugal), derived  
in a rather linguistically circuitous route from John Donne’s phrase “self- 
homicide.” The rising use of this comparatively milder neologism in the 
eighteenth century reflects changing attitudes toward suicide, as it was less 
damning of the perpetrator.34
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Still, as we have seen, european religious, legal, and medical institu-
tions consistently condemned intentional suicide. These denunciations 
eased over the course of the eighteenth century and were replaced by hu-
manitarian understanding and medical explanations for suicide. However, 
slave traders, owners, and overseers did not extend this modern empathy to 
slaves; the commercial interest in slavery effectively countered any compas-
sionate impulses. For europeans, intentional suicide had long been linked  
to either diabolical inspiration or dispositional weakness that rendered in -
dividuals particularly ripe for the devil’s temptations.35 Suicide violated legal, 
religious, and communal values and engendered a response from church, 
state, and community. For Protestants as well as Catholics, suicide was a hei-
nous sin, and church officials could and did refuse the bodies of suicides 
Christian rites and burial in consecrated grounds. Because intentional sui-
cide was, as Puritan John Sym noted in his introduction to the earliest known 
english treatise on self- murder, a “horrible temptation” to sin, burial outside 
of the church in an unmarked grave signaled the suicide as permanently dis-
membered from the church.36

In english law, intentional suicide was, as jurist William Blackstone 
phrased it, a “peculiar species of felony.37 A felo de se— or felon of the self— 
was punished through the forfeiture of his or her personal estate.38 However, 
suicide was punished inconsistently. Those families with the most social 
capital were the least likely to suffer either official religious or legal penalties 
for the act. Perhaps no other felony existed in quite this position, and there 
is clear evidence that early modern english juries were ambivalent about 
declaring a suicide from the middling or upper classes to be a felo de se.39 The 
family name would be associated with the unholy and illegal act far into the 
future, and juries were all too aware of the long- term material, emotional, 
and psychological impact of their decisions.

Self- murder provoked horror, demanded retribution, and inspired fear 
in european communities. european attitudes toward suicide were deeply 
ingrained with ideas of pollution: the body, weapon, site, and, to some ex-
tent, even the family were contaminated by the sin of suicide. Bodies could 
be buried upside down, without the benefit of the traditional funeral shroud 
or coffin, and often interred at night. Sometimes suicides were buried at a 
crossroads, their bodies staked to the ground to prevent ghostly rising and 
the possibility that they might haunt the living.40 The corpse was segregated 
from the community because it was a symbol of spiritual and criminal pol-
lution; this exclusion, then, would continue in perpetuity in a spot that was 
marked as unholy. In spiritual, legal, and social terms, europeans viewed 
suicide as the epitome of a bad death.
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The mariners, traders, and surgeons on board ships that carried captive 
Africans to the Americas found their own views of suicide often in profound 
conflict with those of their captive cargoes. Self- destruction by African cap-
tives was laden with spiritual and political meanings that mariners, traders, 
and, later, British American owners would attempt to dominate and dimin-
ish. For newly captive Africans, suicide had become more imaginable, con-
ceivable, and perhaps even desirable, despite the reality that in some cases 
it violated the customs and laws of their countries of origin.41 For some, 
suicide was a conduit into a spiritual realm, but for others it was an avenue 
away from the existential realities of captivity and enslavement. Mariners 
and traders typically viewed the suicides of African captives through a com-
mercial, secular lens, but they subjected the bodies of those who killed 
themselves to grisly postmortem punishments and desecrations that ech-
oed european understandings of suicide and treason. Self- destruction was 
an affront to the order of the ship, an unpredictability that destabilized 
the smooth operation of the trade and posed a threat to commercial ambi-
tions. Mariners and traders, therefore, consigned African suicides to catego-
ries that were distinct from those of europeans and, in doing so, deepened 
understandings of racial differences. Still, over the course of the eighteenth 
century, the visibility of suicides of enslaved Africans aboard ships had the 
potential to convey politically troubling messages to imperial observers of 
the trade.

From the onset of the transatlantic slave trade, Africans appeared to choose 
suicide over captivity, and their acts were the subject of  both fascination and  
concern to the captains, surgeons, and crews who worked aboard slave ships. 
Mariners’ observations circulated around common themes and offer insight 
into general and more specific circumstances surrounding Africans’ suicides 
aboard ships. Observers cited rape, brutality, epidemics, and insurrection as 
reasons for self- destruction by enslaved people, and reported that Africans 
killed themselves because they feared cannibalism, rejected enslavement, 
and sought spiritual rebirth. Very late in the eighteenth century, sympathetic 
assessments, influenced by abolitionism, attributed self- destruction to the 
emotional and psychological damage of enslavement.

When mariners observed and attempted to forestall shipboard suicide 
by captive Africans, they unwittingly revealed their own anxieties about 
the nature of the slave ship. Those who ran the trade— european, Iberian, 
Scandinavian— were keenly concerned about slave suicide because it sig-
naled their failure to keep a smoothly running craft. Disorder was always 
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a danger on a confined vessel, and the need for order was doubly critical 
on slave ships: both crews and human cargo needed to be kept healthy 
and controlled. Additionally, the deaths of the enslaved diminished revenue 
margins in the trade; little could be done about natural mortality from dis-
eases like dysentery and typhoid that swept through ships, but suicide was a 
preventable death. Slavers feared suicide because they quickly learned that 
Africans’ acts of self- destruction were precipitated by many circumstances 
and that one suicide appeared to influence another.

Occasionally, the accounts of mariners or observers distinguished captive 
Africans’ acts of self- destruction by gender. In his account of an attempted 
suicide in 1679 given at the outset of this chapter, Barbot marveled at the 
unnamed woman’s swimming abilities and described her rescue; he linked 
her suicide attempt to her inability to nurse her child.42 Similarly, other cap-
tive African mothers chose to destroy themselves and their children rather 
than face enslavement. In 1695, a nursing woman surmised that sale would 
take her to America, and so she “seized the child, and angrily threw him 
against a stone, and then grabbed some arrows from the hands of a man, 
and wrathfully used them to pierce her own breast.”43 Similarly, Dutch mar-
iners reported that a woman “died of grief” after the death of her newborn, 
a clear indication of the ways in which enslavement fractured the parental 
bond— or perhaps more particularly, the ability to sustain their infants— in 
ways that impelled women toward suicide.44

enslaved women also sought suicide after episodes of rape or sexual 
brutality, incidents which likely happened on every ship that crossed the 
Atlantic.45 One mariner reported that the captain of the Ruby had a chosen 
“mistress,” an enslaved “girl,” who accidentally ripped his son’s shirt. The 
officer beat her so severely that she “threw herself from him against the 
pumps,” causing great self-harm in an attempt to defend herself. The same 
sailor related other instances of sexual abuse against the women aboard the 
same ship, and, although he did not directly connect their rapes to their 
attempts at suicide, the connection was tellingly implied. He noted, “It was 
the general practice with the captain, on the receipt of a woman slave, to 
send for her into [the captain’s cabin]” in order that he might sleep with her; 
those who resisted his attempts were beaten and sent below. After relaying 
this information, the witness stated that three of the women aboard the 
Ruby had “threatened to throw themselves overboard.”46 The account, in this 
case occasioned by an inquiry into the slave trade, let the investigators draw 
their own conclusions, but the link between the rapes of enslaved women 
and their attempted suicides seems clear enough. Aside from issues of par-
enting and sexual abuse, which mariners principally related to enslaved 
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women, they largely did not differentiate between enslaved women and 
men’s shipboard suicides. Indeed, many observers remarked on suicide by 
enslaved people without commenting on their sex.

Along the Middle Passage, enslaved people appear to have killed them-
selves in response to disease epidemics and high shipboard mortality. Arriv-
ing in port with live slaves was essential to maximizing profits for investors, 
and the livelihoods of captain and crew depended on their ability to contain 
both sickness and the self- destruction that followed on the heels of epidem-
ics. The sickness and death common to slave ships fostered disorder for the 
crew (some of whom also succumbed) and created opportunities for slaves 
to choose self- destruction. In 1824– 25, an outbreak of dysentery proved 
fatal to about one- third of the slaves on the clandestine French brig Le Jeune 
Louis. Along with 115 enslaved men and women, the captain and 9 of the 
crew perished, another 9 slaves leapt overboard, and a tenth reportedly lost 
his mind.47 Alexander Falconbridge reported that a flux swept through his 
ship, killing nearly half of the slaves on board.48 In the face of such epi-
demics, crews separated the dead and the dying and pitched their bodies  
out the porthole or overboard; some surviving slaves who watched this un-
ceremonious process were inclined to jump from the ship, too. For example, 
a young boy aboard a French ship reported that when two Africans died 
in the hold, the captain ordered the rest of the cargo to be brought up for 
inspection. As they reached the ship’s side on the upper deck, “first one, 
then another, then a third sprang up the gunwale, and darted into the sea 
before the astonished sailors could tell what they were about.”49 Another 
surgeon reported that of the slaves who became ill, many lacked the will to 
recover, even when they were dosed with medicine.50 The opportunity for 
suicide— as well as the desire to die— seems to have accompanied sickness 
and epidemics; great numbers of dead and dying slaves resulted in despera-
tion aboard ships.

In addition, Africans’ acts of suicide both precipitated insurrection and 
followed failed revolts. One captain who traded slaves illegally in the early 
years of the nineteenth century noted that a few days after the Venus left the 
African coast, one slave leapt overboard in a “fit of passion” and another 
choked himself during the night. Two suicides in twenty- four hours, he ad-
mitted, caused him much “uneasiness as in them I saw a germ of revolt.”51 
Africans’ self- inflicted deaths signaled a failure in the ship’s order and an in-
ability to control the human cargo aboard. The captain of the Venus was cor-
rect in his surmising, later noting that “every precaution was taken against 
a rising, but it finally took place when we least expected it.”52 If mariners 
understood suicide to be closely related to insurrection, did slaves as well? 
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Self- destruction by some of their numbers may have similarly signaled— or 
even deliberately precipitated— slippages in ship surveillance that could 
provide the opportunity for rebellion.

The suicides of captive Africans were themselves understood to be a form 
of revolt. When slaves were brought on deck on the Le Rodeur in 1819, three 
leapt over the side and “many more” made the attempt, unsuccessfully. 
Those who had successfully escaped “danc[ed] about” among the waves, 
singing a “song of triumph” in which they were joined by the remaining 
men and women on deck. When informed of the “revolt,” the captain 
identified ringleaders, shot three of them and hanged another three “before 
the eyes of their comrades.”53

If enslaved people’s suicides precipitated insurrections and were under-
stood as traitorous, individual revolts, it is also the case that slaves killed 
themselves in response to failed insurrections aboard ship. The english 
case of Jones v. Small (1785), for instance, recounted a failed revolt on a 
ship that was loaded with 255 captives off the coast of Africa in 1783. The 
uprising began when women seized the captain and attempted to throw 
him overboard; in the ensuing battle, six slaves were killed or drowned and 
another fifty- five died in consequence of “bruises, chagrin at disappoint-
ment, and abstinence.” In other words, after the revolt failed, the slaves 
starved themselves. evidence given in the trial referred to them as a cargo 
of “desperate” slaves, “gnawing their chains in despair”— a striking image 
of self- starvation— who “died not of a mutiny but of disappointment for a 
mutiny.”54 In this way, both insurrection and suicide were also tied to slave 
temperament through the use of descriptors like “chagrin,” “despair,” and 
“disappointment.”

Africans’ fears of cannibalism also accounted for shipboard suicides. 
Barbot, like many mariners, interpreted this fear literally; the belief that 
slavers were cannibals appears to have been widespread in the African inte-
rior and on the Middle Passage, where large kettles aboard ships stoked cap-
tives’ fears of being eaten.55 Yet this dread was not purely literal, as in slavers’ 
reports that their captives believed that the red wine they were drinking 
was blood.56 As John Thornton has shown, slaves’ fears of being eaten had 
symbolic and political implications. For some Africans, a cannibal referred 
to any individual who embraced greed and avarice, an emblem that the cap-
tive slaves might have easily extended to their captors. After all, enslavement 
was a kind of devouring: Africans were seized, stripped, and, their captors 
hoped, forcibly remade into commodities. Moreover, enslavers were tanta-
mount to witches— resonant and real entities for europeans and Africans 
alike in the seventeenth century— who swallowed up the identities of their 
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victims. In this sense, the unnamed woman from the Gold Coast may have 
viewed the cessation of milk production as the onset of a devouring, the 
first step in the stripping of her personhood. In viewing slavers as witches 
and cannibals, captive Africans relayed a kind of “radical folk ideology” that 
served as a critique of their enslavement.57 To fear cannibalism was to fear 
the parasitism— that is, the literal and figurative feeding off the other— that 
was at the heart of enslavement. Mariners and traders ridiculed slaves’ fears 
of cannibalism as evidence of African superstition, but in doing so, they 
missed the ways in which fears of being eaten reflected Africans’ grasp of the 
physical realities and political symbolism of enslavement.

If Africans chose death by suicide in response to disease epidemics,  
insurrections, and anxieties over their fears of cannibalism, they also did 
so because death was preferable to the physical brutalities and psychologi-
cal displacements of slavery. In 1730, The Sea Surgeon, a guide for medical 
officers on slave ships, warned that enslaved captives starved themselves. 
They would “never eat any thing by fair means, or foul, because they choose 
rather to dye, than be ill treated.”58 Slaves were often described as melan-
choly and despondent, gloomy and listless, weak and sickly; their physical 
and mental states were emblematic of one another. One surgeon testified 
that by the time his ship carrying 602 Africans reached the West Indies,  
155 people had died. When queried further, he averred that the greater pro-
portion of these deaths, two to one, could be attributed to “melancholy,” a 
“gloomy pensiveness” caused by enslavement.59 Pressed further, the surgeon 
testified that of the captives who had taken ill, those with melancholy died 
and those “who had not that melancholy” recovered. He added further that 
the enslaved themselves confirmed their despon dency because he “heard 
them say in their language, that they wished to die.” Or, as he rephrased, 
their deaths were “owing to their thinking so much of their situation.”60 
Some slaves who were ill simply refused aid: one woman refused medicine, 
food, and wine; when asked what she wanted, she reportedly replied, “she 
wanted nothing but to die.” And she did.61

All suicides compromised european control of slave ships, but enslaved 
people’s embrace of the positive spiritual outcome of self- inflicted deaths 
stirred powerful anxieties for those who ran the trade. As early as 1693, 
Captain Thomas Phillips recorded that slaves drowned or starved them-
selves because they believed that upon death they would transmigrate to 
Africa and rejoin their ancestors.62 As late as 1823, a Jamaican planter noted 
that the enslaved universally shared in this belief.63 Such anecdotes accumu-
lated over the course of the eighteenth century, and slavers could have had 
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little doubt that many Africans were prepared to kill themselves rather than 
endure enslavement.

Captain and crew understood that slave self- destruction could be pre-
cipitated by circumstances (sickness, revolt, despair) that were common to 
all slave ships. In addition to these commonalities, the commanders of slave 
ships made idiosyncratic decisions that further fostered suicide by their en-
slaved cargo. In the notorious case of the english slaver, the Zong (1781),  
for instance, the captain, Luke Collingwood, carried a sickly cargo. Over  
400 slaves were loaded on the ship in September; by november, 60 were 
dead, and nearly half of the original crew of 17 also had been killed by 
illness. In response, Collingwood ordered his remaining sailors to jettison  
133 living Africans in order to recoup their value in insurance money. He 
had no claim if the slaves died naturally, but their value could be recov-
ered by proving that the “peril of the seas”—in this case, the pretense that 
shifting winds had blown the ship off course and that water supplies were 
low— required him to jettison the sick in order to preserve the healthy. As 
the screams of the less valuable (to the ship captain) women and children 
who were tossed overboard first reached slaves below deck, one asked that 
the crew simply withhold from him food and water so that he could starve 
to death. Ten other slaves jumped into the ocean of their own accord.64

For all of these reasons, mariners feared Africans’ acts of suicide aboard 
ship. Slavers, surgeons, and traders on their journeys from Africa to north 
and South American ports as well as those in Liverpool, Paris, and Copen-
hagen traded stories about slave self- destruction, creating a commercial lore 
across european empires. In the spaces of slave ships, europeans, as Steph-
anie Smallwood has eloquently argued, needed to turn Africans into slaves. 
Chained and confined, “Africans revealed the boundaries of the middle 
ground between life and death where human commodification was pos-
sible.”65 Too much punishment, and slaves might kill themselves; too little, 
and they might revolt. What is more, if suicide was exacerbated by the all- 
too- common contexts of shipboard brutality, epidemics, contagions, and 
insurrections, slavers were more likely to lose the upper hand in controlling 
the struggle over life and death.

To allay these anxieties, the crews of slave ships employed some of the 
earliest technologies of suicide prevention. It is perhaps an irony of the slave 
trade— an institution that we associate with brutality and violence— that it 
fostered innovations in the prevention of suicide, if only for the purpose 
of turning captive Africans into fit commodities for the market. Slaves who 
would not eat were whipped or beaten, although such disciplinary measures 
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had uneven results. A British surgeon reported that one woman who refused 
to eat was “repeatedly flogged” and subsequently forcibly fed. nothing 
could convince her to swallow, however, and she soon died.66 In order to 
keep slave cargoes alive and, ultimately, saleable, the crew used the specu-
lum oris, an instrument that forced the jaws open, on enslaved persons who 
tried to starve themselves. A Dutch mariner noted that he attempted to force 
feed a slave, who “bit so hard on the ‘mouth screw’ that the teeth fell out.” 
The slave, he reported, was so stubborn that “he would rather be dead than 
eat.”67 Portuguese mariners asserted that Africans from the Bijago archipel-
ago were very prone to suicide, claiming that the latter killed themselves 
by refusing to eat, an act that the europeans attributed to melancholy.68  

1.1. The speculum oris, used to forcibly feed slaves who refused food and water.  
Source: Thomas Clarkson, An Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species,  

Particularly the African (1786). This item is reproduced by permission 
of The Huntington Library, San Marino, California.
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On an english ship, one slave refused food and then attempted to cut his 
throat; after it was stitched, he removed the sutures and unsuccessfully re-
peated the attempt. Again he refused to eat or drink and died within ten 
days. even children “t[ook] sulk” and refused sustenance.69 Deprived of 
other weapons, slaves used their bodies as agents in their demise. Aboard 
ship, they could and did refuse to eat and drink.

Mariners were also scrupulous in removing from slave ships any material 
or instrument that might aid the enslaved in attempts to destroy themselves. 
One Danish medical officer remarked that slaves used “any and every op-
portunity . . . to kill themselves.” One had to use the “greatest forethought,” 
he continued, to prevent it. He also reported that captains on French ships 
were careful of strips of linen and string because slaves hanged themselves 
with these meager materials.70 The logbook of the brig Sally noted only that 
a woman slave hanged herself between decks, while an english mariner re-
ported that two women did the same with rope yarn that they had secreted 
below deck.71 If the rails on deck were not high enough, mariners attached 
nets around the gunnels of slave ships to catch captives who might try to 
jump to their deaths. When that failed, they would lower boats and rescue 
those who had leaped.72 One mariner reported that the nets were used to 
prevent slaves from accidently falling overboard, but that seems like an ex-
treme measure, considering that slaves were typically shackled.73

If the crew could not always physically prevent suicide attempts, they in-
stead struggled to manipulate the spiritual beliefs of their enslaved cargoes 
in order to prevent their suicides. Some enslaved people allegedly took their 
own lives in triumph. One man reportedly jumped overboard and, as he 
was drowning himself, put his head under water, lifted his hands up, and 
“thus went down as if exulting that he got away.”74 Like Captain Phillips 
of the Hannibal, many mariners believed that slaves killed themselves be-
cause doing so would allow them to “return home to their own country 
and friends again.75 Attempting to control those beliefs was fundamental 
to suicide prevention aboard ship. When three Africans jumped overboard 
and were joined in their shouts of joy by those remaining on deck, the cap-
tain took six of them, hanged three, and shot three while forcing the oth-
ers to watch.76 Ship captains may have initiated the practice of mutilating 
the corpses of slaves who had killed themselves and appeared to draw on 
traditional european punishments for suicide and treason. One ship com-
mander reported that he dismembered or beheaded the corpses of recalci-
trant slaves as a way of terrorizing the remaining captives; he told them that 
the souls of dismembered or decapitated slaves could not return to Africa to 
rejoin their ancestors.77
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Other captains ordered the bodies of suicides to be tossed to the sharks 
that followed ships across the Atlantic, forcing remaining captives to watch 
the grisly feeding as a means of discouraging any further contemplation of 
suicide. Some slavers essentially chummed the waters with African corpses, 
using those bodies as food for the swelling numbers of aggressive sharks 
who followed the slave ships.78 The captain of the Hannibal noted that cap-
tives nonetheless leapt out of ships because they were loath to leave their 

1.2. “The slave- trader, and the captive chief, mutually recognized each other. On the same day,  
when the slave- trader was on board, it happened that the chief was permitted to walk on 

deck, without his fetters. no sooner had the captain and his friends sat down to dinner than 
a signal was given. The slaves rose to a man, knocked off each other’s fetters, and, headed by 
the chief, attacked the barricade. But they failed. The guns were pointed at them, some were 
killed, many leaped into the sea, and the insurrection was quelled.” Source: C. B. Wadstrom. 

An Essay on Colonization, Particularly Applied to the Western Coast of Africa (London, 1795), 
pp. 86- 87. This item is reproduced by permission of The Library Company of Philadelphia.
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own country, despite the fact that he and his crew had witnessed “divers[e] 
of them eaten by the sharks” that followed slavers from the coast of Africa 
to Barbados.79

Despite the physical technologies and spiritual threats employed to con-
trol captive Africans aboard ship, by all accounts their acts of self- destruction 
remained difficult to prevent. Suicide aboard ship was erratic and random; 
like epidemics and insurrection, it was a constant possible danger. Suicide 
taught traders that they were not in control of the trade: they could not cure 
sick slaves who had no will to live, enliven those overwhelmed with melan-
choly and despondency, or deter those who believed suicide would return 
them to their African homes. To put it another way, Africans’ suicides gave 
slaves a fleeting, if fatal, leverage, and the specters of their self- inflicted deaths 
haunted the Atlantic trade. no matter what europeans did to prevent suicide, 
they continued to chronicle the actions of enslaved cargoes who killed them-
selves by leaping overboard, strangulation, or refusing to eat.

The visibility of shipboard suicide illustrates that enslaved captives’ acts 
of self- destruction shaped the dynamics of slave ships and the economics 
of the slave trade. If preventing suicide by enslaved people was necessary in 
order to maintain shipboard control, then each act of slave self- destruction 
highlighted the failure of mariners to achieve their aims. enslavers’ anxieties 
revolved around uncertainties: epidemic and contagion, insurrection and 
revolt, melancholy and refusal. The capital advanced by investors, limits of 
insurers, skills of captains, and remedies of surgeons were all imperiled if 
the crew could not thwart enslaved cargoes’ repeated persistent attempts at 
self- destruction throughout the Atlantic trade.

The visibility of slave suicide in the Atlantic trade reflected the circumstances 
and beliefs that impelled enslaved people toward acts of self- destruction 
and revealed the concerns of mariners, investors, and traders. In contrast, 
the manner in which enslaved people killed themselves can reveal more 
about their subjectivities and intentions. For some modern suicidologists, 
for instance, the method of suicide proves to be just as enlightening as the 
reason behind it. At a basic level, suicide can be viewed as either a planned 
or an impulsive act.80 As the argument goes, the more lethal the method of 
suicide— jumping from a precipice or using firearms, in which one is almost 
certain to die— the more likely that the suicide is a matter of impulse, a re-
sponse to an acute crisis that could, given time, pass. Those who plan suicide 
are likely to choose less definitively lethal methods, such as poison or wrist 
cutting.81 These basic insights can be useful in thinking about suicide by the  
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enslaved. When a slave leapt off a ship “in a fit of passion,” does the descrip-
tion reveal an unplanned, impulsive act of self- destruction or one that was 
more deliberate?82

If there are few clues into the precise state of mind of those captive 
Africans who chose to kill themselves aboard ship, we do know that many 
were willing to end their own lives in response to captivity. The enor-
mous significance of this response— that one would truly risk one’s life 
or engage in a purposeful act of self- destruction rather than face further 
enslavement— reflects the profoundly morbid despair that was occasioned 
by the transatlantic slave trade. Suicide was no doubt an index of the miser-
able conditions on the slave ship: it was a moveable prison that erased the 
aspects of existence in which individuals often take comfort— food, drink, 
sleep, sex, family, routine, work— and replaced them with a regime of terror 
in the form of physical brutality, bodily invasion, and emotional cruelty. 
This context transformed the unthinkable into the possible; some Africans 
responded by choosing death. On the slave ship, the power to die by self- 
inflicted means became for many Africans newly conceivable.

Despite shackles, confinement, and the vigilance of the crew in the 
Atlantic trade, slaves were resourceful in finding opportunities for suicide. 
When captains put up special netting around the ships to prevent slaves from 
leaping overboard, they climbed out of portholes or gun gratings.83 At least 
some of the captives who leapt from ships were bent on self- destruction, 
although near the African coast, others seem to have been attempting to 
swim to shore.84 Other slaves clearly intended to drown themselves, and 
leaping into the ocean may have carried personal implications since some 
Africans considered water a sacred space.85 Consider again the West African 
woman of Barbot’s account. Before she leapt from the ship, she left her child 
on the small platform that supported the mast strut. She could have taken 
the child with her; other mothers facing enslavement or who were already 
enslaved did kill their children before destroying themselves.86 It may be 
that while suicide was an acceptable way of ending her own life, that choice 
did not encompass taking the life of her child, an act that itself was likely in 
her country to be punishable by death.87 Perhaps her leap was born of im-
pulse. Death through drowning— particularly when it entailed leaping from 
decks or masts or crawling through portholes— was the more opportunistic 
of suicides aboard slave ships.

enslaved people also drowned themselves serially and collectively. Some 
captives jumped overboard in response to brutality: two women watched 
the crew lash slaves who refused to eat, and “folding themselves in each 
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others arms,” jumped overboard. The crew was “obliged to put all of the 
women immediately” in the hold because “most of them were preparing 
to follow their companions.”88 In the 1780s, nearly twenty slaves jumped 
overboard the Enterprize.89 equiano reports that two men who were chained 
together made it through the nettings and cast themselves into the sea. 
Another “dejected fellow” followed their example immediately; equiano 
added that he believed that “many more would very soon have done the 
same if they had not been prevented by the crew.”90 Arriving in American 
ports could also inspire collective suicide. For instance, Captain Japhet Bird 
had released the slaves from their chains after his ship anchored off St. Kitts 
in April, 1737. near sunset, “above an hundred men slaves jumped over 
board.” His crew managed to retrieve about two- thirds of them. The rest, 
he reported, had “resolved to die” and, refusing to save themselves, “sunk 
directly down.” For a hundred slaves to jump roughly together must have 
required some agreement and a signal or, perhaps in the chaos of the mo-
ment, one leap into the ocean quickly inspired another.91

Similarly, suicide by starvation required not just opportunity, but plan-
ning and resolve as well. Investigations into the slave trade noted that slaves’ 
refusals to eat and drink occurred repeatedly. These deaths would be slow 
and excruciating, and success uncertain. However committed a slave might 
be to death, the premeditation and time required to achieve death by self- 
starvation left room for their attempts to be thwarted, particularly, as we have 
seen, by violent technological interventions by crews and masters. Yet when 
slaves stubbornly continued to refuse food and prevailed even over the specu-
lum oris, their teeth were often broken and their mouths forced open with 
hot coals or molten lead. Such punishments appear, despite their brutality, to 
have strengthened rather than undermined the resolve of slaves.92

Some refusals of food and water also could have been caused by depriva-
tion rather than intention. Some slaves suffered from advanced dehydra-
tion, which would have swollen their tongues and throats and rendered 
them physically incapable of chewing or swallowing food.93 Some who 
leapt into the water may have been mistakenly impelled to do so, believing 
that the saltwater would quench their thirst.94 Conditions commonly found 
in the slave hold— dysentery, seasickness, and high temperatures that in-
duced profuse sweating— all potentially contributed to rapid and, in some 
cases, irreversible dehydration. Moreover, european remedies for dysentery 
included emetics, enemas, and limited water; all of which could weaken 
slaves or cause their deaths. At the same time, severe fluid loss could have 
shaped the temperamental responses of the enslaved. For instance, many 
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were overtaken with “despair and lethargy” that led them to refuse all food 
and water.”95

Other means of self- destruction lay somewhere between the impulsive 
leap into the ocean and the premeditation of self- starvation. Slaves used 
bits of clothing or even the rigging of ships to hang, strangle, or otherwise 
asphyxiate themselves. Lacking materials, slaves relied on their own physi-
cality, using their hands to choke themselves, their weight to achieve stran-
gulation, or their fingernails to tear their throats.96 Strength and resolve 
were necessary for inflicting such levels of self- directed violence. Whether 
planned or impulsive, intentional or indirect, enslaved people’s deaths by 
suicide appear to have been a fairly recurrent feature of the slave ship.

Aboard ship, enslaved people, like the unnamed Akan woman whose story 
began this chapter, sought to destroy themselves in conjunction with epi-
demics and insurrections and in response to physical assaults to their bod-
ies and psychological assaults to their identities. They killed themselves in 
ways that reflected impulse and premeditation; they sought self- destruction 
individually, serially, and collectively. For Africans, the processes of captivity 
and enslavement reshaped the meaning of self-destruction. Suicide was not 
only conceivable, it had become an acceptable, if not a positive, response 
to enslavement. As we shall see, these patterns would prevail and evolve as 
enslaved cargoes were offloaded in new World ports and dispersed through-
out the Americas.

Mariners worked to prevent material acts of self- destruction aboard ship, 
and at the same time, their observations disarticulated suicide from the pro-
cesses of enslavement. Like Barbot, others in the trade attributed slave sui-
cide to African ethnicity, fears of cannibalism, or temperament rather than 
to the processes and circumstances of enslavement. Barbot tells us that the 
unnamed Akan woman leapt overboard because she was afraid of being 
eaten and unable to nurse her child; he does not directly link her action with 
her captivity. even sympathetic discussions of Africans’ depressed emotional 
and psychological states attributed melancholy and despondency to nostal-
gia— as it was called in Latin America— or a kind of homesickness, rather 
than to the processes of enslavement. Later, in the mid- nineteenth century, a 
medical student who shipped aboard an illegal slaver claimed that Africans 
would squat down, place their chins on their knees, clasp their arms around 
their legs and, in a short time, expire. He believed that captives could hold 
their breath until death followed, a trait, he claimed, that reflected their 
barbaric nature, since among the “civilized races it is thought impossible to  
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hold one’s breath until death.”97 All of these assessments tied Africans’ acts 
of self- destruction to racial character and persisted as African captives were 
discharged on American shores.

The inclination to disarticulate suicide from slavery— as Barbot does in 
his account of the unnamed Akan woman— accumulated in private diaries, 
plantation accounts, and print culture over the course of the eighteenth cen-
tury. Rather than link slave suicide to the circumstances of captivity, enslave-
ment, and sale, traders and owners instead pointed to the temperament 
and disposition of enslaved people as explanations for their acts of self- 
destruction. Indeed, the work of early antislavery activists was to reconstruct 
suicide as a product of the institution and system of slavery, rather than a 
problem rooted in enslaved people. In making that connection, abolition-
ists fought against the ways in which, from the earliest years of the Anglo- 
American slave trade forward, self- destruction had been naturalized as a 
product of temperament and race, while it was simultaneously disassoci-
ated from slavery. Yet long before the onset of organized Anglo- American 
abolitionism in the 1770s, suicide by enslaved people continued to be a 
visible feature of the emerging slave societies of British America, and slaves 
and their owners held divergent attitudes toward and explanations for self- 
destruction. The die was cast in the Atlantic trade, but the meanings of sui-
cide in slavery would evolve as captive Africans arrived on American shores.
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June 24. I . . . got home around 8 o’clock in the morning, where I found all well 

except that a negro woman and seven cattle were gone away. . . . I neglected to 

say my prayers and was out of humor extremely and had indifferent health and 

thoughts, but God send me better if it please his good will.

June 25. My people could not find the negro woman but found her hoe by the 

church land. I neglected to say my prayers but had indifferent health, humor, and 

thoughts; God send me better.

June 28. The negro woman was found again that they thought had drown herself. 

I said a short prayer and had good health, good thoughts, and good humor, thank 

God Almighty.

—William Byrd II, Secret Diary, 17101

T W o

Suicide and Seasoning in British 
American Plantations

In the summer of 1710, an enslaved woman owned by Virginian William 
Byrd II escaped into the woods. Her fellow slaves reported to him, incor-
rectly as it turned out, that she had drowned herself. other details suggest 
that she was recently imported, and like other newly arrived Africans in 
British America, was considered to be at an elevated risk for suicide.2 She 
may have communicated her intention to die to other slaves, although it is 
also possible that their report to Byrd was devised to cover an escape attempt 
and forestall a search for her. In any case, he accepted their account without 
apparent question, indicating that their explanation of suicide was both 
convincing and credible. The threat of suicide by enslaved people was partic-
ularly acute during the initial years of enslavement, as they were discharged 
from ships, dispersed to plantations and cities, and confronted with New 
World labor regimes. Planters referred to this early period of acclimation 
and adjustment as “seasoning.” According to English abolitionist Thomas  



Clarkson, this phase of slavery lasted for about two years or “the amount of 
time an African must take to be so accustomed to the colony, as to be able to 
endure the common labour of a plantation.”3 Modern historians recognize 
that seasoning encompassed emotional and psychological adaptations as 
well.4 Alexander X. Byrd, for instance, describes seasoning in Jamaica as a 
“gauntlet of disease, heartbreak, famine, exhaustion, and labor,” an interval 
that renewed the chaos and confusion of initial enslavement.5 In Virginia as 
well, as Brenda Stevenson has demonstrated, seasoning replayed the “harsh 
lessons” learned during the Middle Passage.6 And as along that journey, sui-
cide remained a constant hazard. one West Indian planter ranked suicide 
as one of the top six causes of slave mortality during seasoning; the period 
compounded the unimaginable assaults to personal, familial, and com-
munity identity that slaves had already suffered as a result of their initial 
captivity, sale, and transport to the Americas.7 During this initial phase of 
enslavement on American ground, owners attempted to reconcile Africans 
to enslavement and transform them into laboring commodities.8

The temporary escape of the unnamed Virginia woman in 1710 illustrates 
that both enslaved people and their owners understood that self- destruction 
was a potential hazard of seasoning. When she was returned to Byrd’s plan-
tation, the unnamed woman continued to struggle against enslavement by 
running away repeatedly, sometimes days or weeks in succession. over the 
course of six months, from June to November, she left the plantation at least 
nine times, repeatedly exhibiting an unwillingness to be reconciled to slav-
ery.9 After her last escape, she was found dead in the woods. She may have 
deliberately sought death through exposure and starvation; certainly other 
slaves did so. We do not know if the slave community or Byrd believed this 
death to be self- inflicted. However, their shared understanding of her self- 
destructive aims, alongside her repeated attempts to escape, make it possi-
ble to at least suggest that the plantation community believed that she had 
occasioned her own death.

To consider suicide by newly imported Africans in British America dur-
ing the initial years of enslavement illustrates not only the circumstances 
under which slaves chose self- destruction, but also the intricacies of emerg-
ing power relations between enslaved people and their owners. Like season-
ing itself, some of the conditions that fostered slave suicide were continuous 
with those of the Middle Passage. once on American ground, however,  
other routine features of slavery— labor regimes, anomic isolation, the re-
newal of separation from shipmates, multiple sales, sexual coercion, corpo-
ral punishment, and even the English criminal justice system— also shaped 
enslaved people’s deaths by suicide. In response to these circumstances, 
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some newly imported enslaved Africans drowned or hanged themselves, 
while others achieved their deaths indirectly. Some slaves refused to follow 
orders when they knew that doing so would bring on further life- threatening 
punishments; some lay down and simply refused to rise when ordered to 
do so. In some of these instances, death appears to have been the aim of the 
enslaved. In addition, once in America some Africans continued to believe 
that death by suicide would return them to their homes, reunite them with 
their ancestors, or allow them to be reborn into their families. Just as pro-
cesses of capture and enslavement made suicide more acceptable to captive 
Africans, the initial months after disembarkation appear to have sustained 
that sentiment among enslaved people, evidence of which can be found 
throughout the eighteenth century in British America. If not a good death, 
self- destruction was one of few possibilities for escaping slavery.

owners viewed the suicides of newly acquired enslaved people as weak-
nesses in plantation order and failures of mastery. For instance, death— by 
whatever means— of his enslaved people mattered to men like William Byrd. 
Slaves were costly investments, of course, and losing them was financially 
significant.10 More importantly, however, slave deaths reminded owners of 
the limits of their powers: episodes of sickness and mortality among the 
enslaved women and men who labored on Byrd’s vast estates were a con-
stant source of concern. His preoccupation extended even to the spiritual 
implications of slave deaths. on one occasion, for instance, he dreamt of a 
flaming sword in the sky; about a week later he witnessed a day vision of a 
“shining cloud” in the “shape of a dart” over his plantation. Both of these 
portents signaled misfortune that, as he related, later came to pass in the 
form of the “death of several of my negroes after a very unusual manner,” 
although he left unstated the exact cause of their decease.11 After relating the 
dream and vision, he wrote, “God avert his judgment from this poor coun-
try,” a statement which further illustrates Byrd’s acute anxiety over these 
deaths.12 Slave deaths mattered not just to his plantation ledger, but also to 
his future spiritual accounting as well.

The deaths of enslaved people, especially when self- inflicted, inspired 
doubts, misgivings, and anger in owners and masters. Although he never 
explicitly says so, Byrd very likely viewed suicide by enslaved people as an 
inherently political act. Slave self- destruction compromised his power, per-
haps because he understood that it positioned the beliefs of slaves above 
his own. In his magisterial natural history, A Voyage to the Islands (1707), 
Hans Sloane had written that slaves “regard death but little, imagining they 
shall change their condition by that means from servile to free” and “for 
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this reason often cut their own throats.”13 Byrd had requested a copy of the 
book; he appears to have received it in 1711.14 Slave suicide also ruptured the 
fantasy that the enslaved community of  Westover— ”my people,” as he often 
referred to them— were in fact extensions of his own will and identity.15 In 
death, ironically, the enslaved triumphed over their masters in the contest 
between personhood and ownership. This was, however, a pyrrhic victory in 
which the enslaved paid with their very selves and lives. Still, their actions 
carried a charged meaning that individuals like Byrd, as suggested by his 
anxieties about the seeming suicide of the unnamed enslaved women, did 
not fail to grasp; in this way, self- destruction by enslaved people was a part 
of the political seasoning of masters themselves.

For many slaves, particularly those in South Carolina and the West Indies, 
seasoning began with a scramble, a sale named for its chaotic nature. Before 
docking in New World ports, mariners raised food and water rations and 
cleaned and oiled the bodies of their captives. Upon arrival, ships were often  
quarantined for a week or ten days, but during this period, merchants sorted 
human cargoes according to their health and strength, set prices, and often 
allowed buyers on board to inspect prospective purchases.16 on the sale 
day, upon signal, buyers were unleashed onto the ship or into slave pens 
and attempted to secure their purchases. Equiano describes a scramble in 
Barbados as full of a terrifying “noise and clamour.”17 According to a ship-
board surgeon in 1790, scrambles had an “astonishing effect” upon slaves 
who cried out “with all the language of affliction” at being separated from 
their friends and family. Alexander Falconbridge explains that a gun was 
fired to open the sale, and purchasers ran on board to place tokens about 
the necks of the slaves; in one instance, “forty or fifty” enslaved people leapt 
into the sea in response.18 Sales meant a renewal of dispersal that further 
fractured the surviving or nascent social bonds that had been formed on the 
slave ship. When a husband was separated from his wife in a scramble, he 
hung himself the next day.19

Seasoning varied according to region and master and, therefore, so did 
slave suicide. In the British West Indies throughout the early modern pe-
riod, for instance, high mortality rates fostered suicide by slaves, just as 
shipboard epidemics had done on the Atlantic crossing. In 1698, Edward 
Littleton, one of the largest land and slave owners on Barbados, wrote that a 
Caribbean planter should plan to lose a full third of newly imported slaves 
“before they do him any service.”20 By the end of the eighteenth century, 
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the situation was unchanged. According to the testimony of a West Indian 
planter in 1790, many of his counterparts still expected to lose at least one- 
third of their unseasoned slaves during their first year on the islands.21

Slave mortality rates in early to mid- eighteenth- century Virginia and 
South Carolina rivaled Littleton’s estimates. Between a quarter of Africans 
died within the first year of arrival in Virginia, and the odds of death in the 
Lowcountry were even greater, with 30 percent of newly imported Africans 
dying within one year of disembarkation.22 Such high rates of death pro-
duced grisly scenes. In 1769 in South Carolina, for instance, the bodies of 
slaves who died awaiting or during sale were thrown into the river and ac-
cumulated in the marsh opposite Charleston; by 1807 traders and owners in 
the harbor threw the bodies of dead slaves overboard to avoid paying burial 
fees.23 Just as on ships, the “constant proximity” to the dead, overwhelming 
mortality, and evident disregard for ritual burials for transported slaves may 
have encouraged suicide among the survivors.24 In addition to lamenting 
mortality rates in the seventeenth- century West Indies, for instance, Littleton 
implicitly associated high rates of slave death with self- destruction. He pro-
vided examples of mortality and disability that resulted from the “dangers” 
of the sugar trade— slaves fell into rum cisterns, were crushed in mills, or 
scalded with boiling sugar cane syrup. He subsequently remarked that slaves 
often ran away and were “never [to be] seen more” or that they “hang[ed] 
themselves, no creature knows why.”25 A century later, testimony from a 
House of Commons investigation into the slave trade still corroborated 
Littleton’s assessment that unseasoned enslaved people killed themselves 
regularly. When asked if suicide was “common” among newly imported 
slaves, witness after witness answered affirmatively; some cited the Igbo or 
the Coromontee as having a particular propensity for suicide.26 Similarly, in 
Virginia, during years of high imports, slave owners petitioned the House of 
Burgesses, seeking compensation for deceased slaves; in 40 percent of those 
petitions, enslaved people had died by suicide.27

Regardless of region, seasoning was a harrowing experience. Accounts by 
enslaved men and women who survived the early years can shed light on 
those who destroyed themselves soon after their arrival in the Americas. For 
instance, the story of ‘Sibell, given near the end of her life in 1799, illustrates 
the multiple fracturing of social relations that often was fundamental to the 
experience of seasoning. ‘Sibell recollected her kidnapping in Africa by her 
brother- in- law, who carried her all night and day away from her home. She 
arrived on the African coast, alone and became so frightened by the sound 
of the ocean that she thought that she would die.28 Aboard ship, she was 
relieved to meet some people from her country— captive shipmates could 
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become fictive kin as brothers and sisters— but when the ship docked in the 
West Indies, however, she was sold away from them.29 Having found tempo-
rary respite in the companionship of familiar others was a source of comfort 
that was all too short lived. Her story ends abruptly here, as the trauma of 
separation ruptures the narrative: ‘Sibell’s account, Stephanie Smallwood ar-
gues, ends in dissolution.30 ‘Sibell’s story of relationships repeatedly formed 
and lost is a theme that is echoed in accounts of slave suicide. one witness 
in the parliamentary investigation testified that newly imported Africans 
experienced “despondency” because they had been torn from their “friends, 
relations, and country.”31 In this context, as the enslaved Belinda’s 1787 pe-
tition to the Massachusetts legislature illustrates, some bondpeople viewed 
death as an alternative to slavery. Enslaved as a young child and separated 
from her parents, she poignantly recounted her seasoning as an interval in  
which she “learned to catch the ideas, marked by the sounds of language, 
only to know that her doom was slavery, from which death alone was to 
emancipate her.”32 Belinda did not kill herself; rather, she equates liberty 
and death in order to plead for her freedom. She understood, however, as 
other slaves did, that death, by whatever means, would allow them to escape 
the psychic and physical damages of slavery.

If shattered ties of family and fictive kin quickened slaves’ thoughts of 
death, bonds among slaves could hasten the path to death, too. Death by 
suicide was associated with the seasoning of newly imported Africans across 
British America, among whom there is evidence of collective suicide. This 
suggests that despite the renewed disorientation produced by seasoning, en-
slaved people demonstrated a “significant measure of camaraderie,” even in 
seeking death.33 For instance, an overseer left a group of recently purchased 
slaves on a small Caribbean island to plant cotton; when he returned, they 
were “all hanging together in the woods.”34 In 1740, a Virginia planter 
complained that seven of his slaves, likely newly imported individuals, ran 
away and were found shortly thereafter drowned in the Mattapony River.35 
Unseasoned enslaved people building canals in early nineteenth- century 
North Carolina also killed themselves collectively, as did a group of recently 
imported Igbos in Georgia in 1803.36

Among enslaved people, self- destruction during seasoning was not lim-
ited to either sex or any particular age group. Witnesses often did not indi-
cate the gender or age of slaves who died by suicide; but when specific, gave 
examples of unseasoned men, women, and children alike who killed them-
selves soon after arrival on American plantations. In 1769, for instance, 
South Carolinian trader Henry Laurens described a group of nine recently 
imported “new negros” in which one woman hanged herself.37 At the turn 
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of the nineteenth century, another unseasoned enslaved man in Charleston  
was found by a jury to have hanged himself “in a fit of despair.”38 A few 
observers claimed that enslaved women adapted to seasoning more quickly 
than did their male counterparts, noting that the “despondency” that was 
associated with suicide continued “in general” for men but wore “out 
sooner with the women.” one witness attributed this fact to his assessment 
that women were better treated in slavery than were men, although he did 
not offer any evidence for this conclusion.39

During seasoning, a lack of social cohesion, linguistic and cultural differ-
ences, regimes of labor, corporal punishment, sexual battery, and physical 
pain combined to foster self- destructive impulses in newly arrived Africans. 
In addition to these, observers noted that suicide was a generalized response 
to the status of slavery, rather than to specific circumstances of enslavement. 
Some enslaved men and women “destroyed themselves on their first ar-
rival, when they understood that they were in a state of slavery.”40 one man 
explained that his counterparts chose self- destruction because “they would 
rather lose their lives than live in the situation they were in.”41

owners attempted to force or persuade enslaved people to at least out-
wardly adapt to slavery: some responded with suicide, while others resisted 
adjustment in ways that could result in death. For instance, the story of 
Tony, an enslaved man in mid- seventeenth- century Maryland, captures the 
ongoing struggle that lay at the heart of seasoning, a struggle that, perhaps 
as he intended, resulted in his death. The account suggests that Tony was not 
the Atlantic creole typical of the time and region; perhaps he was a refuse 
slave, one who was not immediately saleable because of perceived physical 
or temperamental characteristics. He was purchased by Symon overzee, a 
St. Mary’s City trader with ties to Amsterdam and, by 1656, had singled 
himself out as a troublesome slave to his master.42 Tony lived as an outlaw, 
foraging in the woods and coming into houses for supplies when others 
were out in the fields. He lived in a “rival geography” outside the boundaries 
of his master’s power.43 While slightly more than half of unseasoned slaves 
in eighteenth- century Virginia and South Carolina absconded in pairs or 
other groups, Tony, in contrast, was a lone fugitive.44 Because his truancy 
was proximate to the plantation, however, despite his isolation, he none-
theless consorted to greater and lesser degrees with other members of the 
overzee household.

Tony consistently refused the terms of his seasoning; he not only ran 
away, he refused to prepare food, and rejected his labor assignments. In 
order to force him into compliance, his master used corporal punishment, 
routinely beating and torturing him. The struggle between master and slave 
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came to a climax about six months after Tony arrived in Maryland, when his 
master chained him up by his wrists for unspecified misdemeanors. Mistress 
overzee (when her husband was absent) released Tony and ordered him to 
go to work, but he declined. Instead, he “laid himself down and would not 
stir.” When his master returned, he commanded increasingly severe pun-
ishments; Tony was first whipped, then doused with hot lard, and, finally, 
hoisted up by an Indian slave to hang by the wrists. Three hours later, Tony 
was dead. Legally speaking of course, this death was not a suicide; in fact, 
overzee later was charged with manslaughter.45 Tony’s rejection of his sea-
soning, however, took several forms. He refused to make food, to work, to 
talk, and, finally, to move. All of these refusals can be understood as physical 
embodiments of emotional states that eventually, as he may have intended, 
beckoned death. According to onlookers, he refused his enslavement by 
maintaining his “stubbornness” and making “no signs of conforming him-
self to his master’s will or command.”46 Although an indirect suicide, this 
death was anything but passive.

Testimony from others associated with the overzee household also em-
phasized linguistic and cultural distances between themselves and Tony. 
overzee’s brother- in- law, Job Chandler, testified that of “all the human 
creatures that I ever saw” he had never seen such a “brute”; Chandler could 
not perceive “any speech or language” from Tony but only that which was 
“ugly yelling brute beast like.” Communication with Tony was not, however, 
impossible, particularly if it was augmented with threats of a dog whip. 
Chandler testified that he and Tony “made signs” to one another. Tony 
“made signs that he would be gone” or run away; in response Chandler 
related that he “made signs to [Tony] to sit down again.” When Chandler 
took a lash to Tony, the enslaved man came in the house, sat down, and “did 
not make more proffers to be gone.”47 Another servant in the household 
testified that Tony was “mute and stubborn” and prone to fits, although 
she described them as “feigned.”48 Did Tony suffer some form of epilepsy? 
Was he a refuse slave? We also have to consider his physical pain: according 
to Chandler, Tony had an infected finger that needed to be amputated; his 
hand and arm were similarly at risk.49

According to some of the testimony, the laborers in this household dem-
onstrated little social cohesion; Tony’s fellow workers included an enslaved 
Indian man, an African or African American woman, and at least one fe-
male British indentured servant. Yet details also suggest that Tony was not 
completely unaided. on an earlier occasion, a maidservant had come into 
the house to find Tony eating hominy; she notified her master, who bound 
Tony to the bars of the window, with the rope knotted behind his back, and 
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asked her to watch Tony for the night. By morning, he had escaped. Job 
Chandler concluded that the “Devil” must have helped Tony untie the knot, 
but also noted that his maid did “not well” look after him.50 In addition, of 
the unfree witnesses present on the day Tony died, Hannah Littleworth was 
the only one with the legal standing to offer testimony against her master, 
but only did so two years after  Tony’s demise, when she was freed from her 
indenture. She described a violent and fragmented household where the 
unfree aided one another cautiously. She watched mutely as Tony was pun-
ished, as he remained “in his stubbornness,” and as he was hung to twist 
in the wind. The female slave on the plantation remained in a “quartering 
house” and “never stirred out” during these events.51 No one attempted to 
intercede on Tony’s behalf until the master and mistress of the house had 
departed. only then, as it was clear that Tony was dying, did the maidser-
vant ask her male counterparts to release Tony from his bonds, but they 
refused.52

Tony’s experiences were not singular, and his story reflects the range of 
conditions endured by slaves during their early years in the Americas. He 
was isolated both by choice (absconding) and by circumstance (speech) 
from everyone else in the household. These were similar to details found 
in other accounts of direct suicide by enslaved people: those who “met 
with no other slave who could talk their dialect, and quiet their fears” hung 
themselves.53 other slaves also used their bodies— and specifically refused 
to rise— to signal their rejection of enslavement. one slave chained to a gang 
refused to rise even after being dragged; the overseer ordered a fire to be set 
around him and forced a smoldering iron between his teeth. Still he did 
not rise.54 Self- destruction also occurred in response to imminent corporal 
punishment, material deprivation, and physical pain. In addition, as Tony 
was unable or unwilling to communicate beyond superficial exchanges 
with the others in his household, his existence alternated between foraging, 
imprisonment, and punishment; he was profoundly isolated. Tony’s death 
can be interpreted in several ways: as murder, as indirect suicide through 
refusals that would only bring further violence from his enslaver, or, as the 
Maryland court essentially ruled, as an unfortunate but legitimate exercise 
of his master’s authority. Tony’s story also reflects the ways in which specific 
regimes of seasoning could foster suicidal behavior among enslaved people 
and cause them to rethink the acceptability of suicide during their early 
years in America.55

The accounts of British American planters reflect that the conditions that 
fostered slave suicide varied with region and master. In contrast to Tony’s 
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owner, other masters employed a combination of psychology, corporal 
punishment, and coercive technologies in attempts to season their slaves. 
In seventeenth- century Maryland, overzee clearly attempted to govern by 
brute force. In Jamaica, the destination for the largest number of enslaved 
Africans transported in British ships during the eighteenth century, the cir-
cumstances of seasoning hardly differed from those aboard slavers and, just 
as aboard ships, a small number of whites wielded “extraordinary power” 
over enslaved Africans.56 In the case of  William Byrd’s enslaved woman who 
repeatedly ran away, Byrd responded each time by attempting to discipline 
and reconcile her to slavery. Her death by suicide was likely indirect like 
Tony’s, and the details of her experience in Virginia reflect those of other 
slaves. Byrd first attempted to discipline the unnamed woman by bestowing 
a name on her: he called her Betty.57 This bestowal of a name demonstrated 
his authority over her and was an attempt to draw her into the paternal 
ranks of his great family, along with Jenny, Eugene, and Anaka, his other 
slaves. In naming her Betty, Byrd meant to discipline, comfort, and socialize 
her into slavery; his success as a master depended upon his doing so.58

Byrd, of course, could also discipline the enslaved woman through cor-
poral means. After naming her, Byrd employed the bit— a common tech-
nology of enslavement— which, depending on which type he used, made 
eating, talking, moving, and resting extremely difficult. The use of the bit 
suggests that Byrd believed that Betty would repeat her attempt at suicide 
or flight. She did not disappoint him: five days later, she ran away with the 
bit in her mouth. She must have been recaptured immediately, for the very 
next day, Byrd wrote that she “ran away again with the [bit] in her mouth 
and my people could not find her.” Less than a week passed before he re-
ported that she “was found and tied but ran away again.” She was not ap-
prehended until the middle of the month, 15 July, and four days after that, 
she ran again, only to be immediately recaptured. Byrd portrayed himself as 
a dispassionate disciplinarian, but at her fourth attempt to escape, he lost 
his temper, although not with Betty. Rather, he wrote that he was “angry” 
with his overseer for “losing the screw of the [bit].”59

Despite her successive escapes and recaptures, Betty, like Tony, could not 
be reconciled to seasoning and slavery. In early November she ran away for 
the ninth time, and a week later she was found dead in the woods.60 She 
probably did not starve to death in a week unless she had already been 
refusing food. Although it was November, Byrd had remarked in his di-
ary that the weather was “very fine” and “not cold considering the time of 
year,” so exposure did not necessarily cause her death.61 Douglas Chambers 
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argues that the Igbo imported into eighteenth- century Virginia had access to 
a number of poisonous substances that they were accused of using on each 
other as well as their owners; perhaps Betty used poison on herself.62

However Betty died, across eighteenth- century British North America 
and, later, the nineteenth- century South, the bodies of enslaved people  
were found in the woods, in rivers, and on roadsides, dead from unknown 
causes. In North Carolina in 1754, for example, a coroner’s jury assembled 
around the body of a “negro wench late of [Craven County] then and there 
lying dead.” Their verdict was that the woman had met her death by “mis-
chance or willfully by her own act.” Similarly, in 1759, the body of the en -
slaved woman Judith was found lying “dead on the ground in the woods 
and distant from any path,” and her death was attributed to intoxication and  
the “hardness of the weather.” Hannah, a suicide, was found to be an “acces-
sory to her own death,” when the jury viewed her body hanging from a 
dogwood tree.63 Similarly in South Carolina, coroner’s juries viewed slave 
bodies lying on riverbanks and hanging from trees; at least one man was 
found to have hung himself accidentally.64 In 1866, former slave Matty J. 
Jackson reported that her grandfather “in deep despair and overwhelmed 
with grief . . . made his escape to the woods, determined to put an end to his 
sorrows by perishing with cold and hunger.”65 Like Jackson’s grandfather, 
the reports of Betty’s intention to drown and her repeated attempts to run 
away suggest that she fled to the woods in November with the intention of 
dying by whatever measures that she found near to hand.

If seasoning fostered the suicidal thoughts of some slaves, the transition 
from slave ships to American plantations also offered enslaved people ac-
cess to a wider variety of methods and opportunities for self- destruction. In 
cities, slaves leapt from buildings into the streets; in the countryside, they 
threw themselves down hills and into millponds. In the woods, they fash-
ioned nooses from vines and green branches. Confined to jails or attics, they 
hanged or strangled themselves. outside of the close confines of the Middle 
Passage, slaves procured knives, poison, and very occasionally guns to use 
as weapons of self- destruction. Refusing to eat, hanging, and drowning re-
mained the most readily available means of suicide, but they were no longer 
the only methods that enslaved people used.

on dry land, enslaved people also may have found greater opportunities 
to engage in ritual practices to accompany their suicides, and the association 
between slave self- destruction and spiritual transmigration became evident 
across British America. Many Africans believed that water and woods were 
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sacred spaces. Water was a conduit to the spiritual world and a channel 
of “repatriation” to families, ancestors, and Africa. Souls of the dead were 
understood to pass over “broad waterscapes,” and many believed “that the 
realm of the dead lay at the bottom of the ocean.”66 In addition, the woods, 
specifically, were associated with ancestors’ spirits who might guide slaves’ 
journeys to Africa, while water was viewed as a barrier that the dead needed 
to cross in order to rejoin families.67 Drowning and hanging, therefore, were 
means of suicide that would “ease” enslaved people’s “spirits to their home-
lands.” In addition to choosing spiritually meaningful environments like 
forests and rivers, enslaved people accompanied their suicides with ritual-
istic elements necessary to their transmigration.68 Some slaves put on all of 
their clothes; others placed food and water nearby; still others tied chains 
or bundles of food around their waists before they threw themselves into 
rivers.69 An enslaved female domestic servant allegedly stole jewelry from 
her mistress, adorned herself with it, and then “applied the fatal chord.” The 
writer of this account cast aspersions on this manner of dying, joking that 
the woman believed that she would be revived in Africa and made rich with 
the purloined jewels. More likely the use of jewelry was part of a custom.70 
Collective suicides in South and North Carolina involved ritual prepara-
tions that included singing and chanting.71

The belief that self- destruction began the processes of transmigration or 
reincarnation could be a powerfully positive inducement to suicide. In some 
cases, suicide was understood to destroy the body in order to preserve the 
soul.72 That idea was, of course, anathema to those who profited from and 
owned slaves. Nonetheless, evidence of self- destruction during seasoning 
suggests that enslaved people’s initial experiences in the American colonies 
intensified their beliefs in the transformational power of death, even when 
it was self- inflicted.73 In New England in 1733, for instance, an enslaved  
woman cut open her stomach, saying that she was returning to her own 
country.74 In 1707 naturalist and physician Hans Sloane briefly remarked 
that because of slaves’ spiritual beliefs, they imagined that death would 
bring freedom and “for this reason often cut their own throats.”75 In the 
Dutch West Indies, a creole translation of this belief emerged, “mij dodte 
mij loppe in myn land” or “when I die, I shall return to my own land.”76 
Suicide could also provide a resurrection of the self: one enslaved New 
England woman averred that once deceased, no matter how death occurred, 
an individual was reborn as the next child born into the family.77 As late as 
1823, a Jamaican planter noted that the enslaved people “all” expected that, 
“after death, they shall first return to their native country, and enjoy again 
the society of kindred and friends, from whom they have been torn away.” 
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It was this idea, he continued, along with the terrors of seasoning that “used 
to prompt numbers, on their first arrival, to acts of suicide.”78

As the eighteenth century wore on, enslaved persons’ spiritual be-
liefs about suicide reverberated far beyond their immediate acts of self-  
destruction. In 1785, for instance, the Pennsylvania Evening Herald com-
plained about increasing numbers of suicides among New Englanders. The  
paper blamed this surge on Africans and African Americans, claiming that 
New Englanders had adopted the African belief that death, even by suicide, 
brought a return to one’s homeland. This idea, the newssheet scathingly 
noted, had been adopted from the “refined negroes.”79 Despite its tone, the re-
mark exposed the ways in which the spiritual dimensions of self- destruction 
by enslaved people were commonly understood, as well as feared, across 
and outside of the slave societies of eighteenth- century British America.

In response to enslaved people’s acts of self- destruction during seasoning, 
owners and traders, like mariners before them, redoubled their efforts at sui-
cide prevention. They tortured those who resolved not to eat and beat those 
who refused to rise. Planters also continued their attempts to control suicide 
through a manipulation of slave religiosity. In order to frighten slaves away 
from contemplating the positive spiritual outcome of self- inflicted death,  
masters told their slaves that transmigration or reincarnation was impos-
sible if the body was desecrated, dismembered, or decapitated. As had been  
the case aboard slave ships, owners used postmortem punishment in at-
tempts to prevent suicide. For instance, masters in Saint- Domingue be-
headed or defaced the first Igbo slave in a shipment to die, and in Cuba, 
the corpses of suicides were burned and their ashes scattered. Across the 
Americas, the heads of suicidal and rebellious slaves were struck from their 
bodies and displayed on pikes, which was consistent with the traditions of 
Europeans, who also used decapitation and dismemberment to punish trai-
tors and some suicides.80 Up through the end of the seventeenth century, at 
least, slaves were not the only individuals whose bodies were subjected to 
such desecration. By the end of the eighteenth century in British American 
slave societies, however, slaves were the only suicides who appear to have 
been routinely exposed to postmortem punishments.81

Planters had strategies that they believed would prevent slaves from 
committing suicide, but the extent to which slaves accepted or shared those 
beliefs is much less clear. No evidence suggests that slaves acquiesced to 
owners’ attempts to shape their spiritual worldview or that these terrorizing 
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methods of deterrence were effective. That is, slaves may not have always 
feared or been deterred from suicide by threats of beheading or dismem-
berment. William Pierson points out that “thousands” of individuals were 
beheaded in funeral sacrifices in West Africa so that they could serve the 
nobility in the afterlife. Moreover, West Africans who were killed away from 
their countries were sometimes dismembered, and a part of the body was 
returned home for burial.82

In some respects, the anxieties of owners and planters paralleled those 
of mariners in the Atlantic trade; slave suicide destabilized plantation order 
and diminished owners’ capital investment in human labor. owners dif-
fered from mariners, however, in at least one very telling respect: planters 
were much less forthcoming on the subject of slave self- destruction and ap-
pear to have suppressed evidence of its occurrence. In part, masters were anx-
ious about their reputations. Mariners worried about slave suicide because 
it could spark insurrection and was contagious; it also was uninsurable and 
diminished profits. Masters’ reticence on the subject, in contrast, was related 
to the politics of personal reputation. The suicides of enslaved people shat-
tered masters’ pretensions to gentility and revealed the violence of slavery. 
Planter paternalism is often associated with the antebellum era, but easily 
a century earlier, owners like William Byrd II distanced themselves from 
responsibility for their enslaved subjects’ acts of self- destruction. As early 
as the mid- eighteenth century, the mask of gentility may well have neces-
sitated a public denial of slave self- destruction.83 When Teena, an enslaved 
woman from South Carolina, died from the “appearance of barbarity” and 
“severe and inhumane treatment” in 1796, for instance, her owner swore 
before the coroner that he had never mistreated any of his bondpeople and 
claimed instead that she had died from a cold.84 As one slave recalled in the 
nineteenth century, when the corpse of a suicide was discovered, his owner 
admonished the slave community to never speak of it.85

Slave self- destruction exposed the institution of slavery in all its brutal-
ity. outside of British North America, cruelty was cited as a factor in slave 
suicide and an occasion on which masters could collect monetary damages 
from the agents of cruelty. In 1741, for instance, a plaintiff in Louisiana 
sought damages for the death of  Francois, an enslaved carpenter who cut his 
throat “in despair, whether for ill- treatment or for other causes.”86 Yet slave 
suicide rarely surfaced in planters’ private writings: Byrd, a man exceedingly 
vocal on so many subjects, records two instances of possible slave suicide 
in his many diaries, but they are addressed indirectly and inconclusively. 
Similarly, Byrd’s fellow planter, Landon Carter, did not discuss slave suicides 
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in his own extensive diaries, although he gave brief mention to the self- 
inflicted death of a neighboring planter’s slave.87 Both of these men were 
active in Virginia governance during stretches of time when legislators re-
ceived over one hundred petitions from slaveholders seeking compensation 
for deceased slaves, 40 percent of which referenced slave suicide.88 As far as 
I can ascertain, neither man ever submitted any petitions for compensation. 
of course, this could simply mean that none of their enslaved people ever 
died by suicide, were killed by patrollers, or were executed for committing a 
crime. Given that they owned above six hundred slaves between them, how-
ever, that seems unlikely. They may have privately punished and executed 
their slaves and kept them out of the way of the law. However, what seems 
more likely is that they avoided public disclosure of slave crimes and slave 
deaths, including death by suicide.

Similarly, in 1783, Virginian William Beverley, studying in London, 
testified in a House of Commons investigation into the slave trade. The com-
mittee directly asked him about the incidence of slave suicide in Virginia. 
Having taken evidence from sailors and planters about the repeated in-
stances of slave suicide aboard ship and in the Caribbean, House members 
may have been surprised when Beverley testified that “never one” report 
of slave suicide had ever reached him. It is certainly possible that Beverley 
never gossiped over a coroner’s inquest, consulted a neighbor about a pe-
tition to the burgesses, or, for that matter, visited any county court in the 
nearly twenty years that he lived in the colonies, but that seems unthinkable 
for a well- born Virginian who planned to enter the law.89 As the member of 
one of the colony’s wealthiest families— Beverley’s father owned some five 
hundred slaves— his flat denial lacks credibility.90 In a later investigation in 
1790, one- time South Carolina planter George Baillie allowed that one of 
his slaves had hanged himself; however, Baillie averred that he was in no 
way responsible for the act. His slave had destroyed himself, Baillie claimed, 
not because of “harsh treatment” but rather because his disposition “could 
not brook the idea of slavery.”91 Slave temperament, rather than the na-
ture of individual master- slave relations, he argued, accounted for suicides. 
These kinds of statements lay at the heart of the decoupling of suicide from 
slavery that was initiated by mariners in the transatlantic slave trade and 
sustained by slave owners during and after seasoning.

The reason that owners suppressed evidence of enslaved suicides ran 
deep. Slave self- destruction during seasoning brought into sharp relief the 
brutality of the entire enterprise of slavery and was inconsistent with depic-
tions of plantations as bucolic refuges. Exposing cruelty as the essence of 
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the slave trade and seasoning called into question the character of slave-
owners. Men like Byrd and Carter in particular believed themselves to be 
enlightened patriarchs, and suicide by slaves potentially challenged their 
self- regard. As early as the mid- eighteenth century, the mask of gentility 
may well have necessitated a public denial of slave self- destruction. Because 
slave suicide exposed the paradoxes of slavery, masters like Byrd and Carter 
(privately in their diaries) and Baillie and Beverley (publicly in an investi-
gation into the trade) affirmed their own humanity by denying outright or 
minimizing their possible role in slave self- destruction.

Like mariners and traders, owners’ understandings of suicide also created 
social distance that defined slaves as beings beyond the scope of European 
understanding and distanced slave self- destruction from the processes of 
seasoning. Instead, they explained suicide with reference to African spiritual 
beliefs. They also branded African identities according to their association 
with suicide, revolt, or even propensities to labor. In 1734, for instance, 
mariner William Snelgrave connected suicide with the Coromontee, who 
“despised punishment and even death itself.”92 In 1755, South Carolina 
merchant Henry Laurens wrote to Peter Furnell of Jamaica that “stout, 
healthy fellows sell to most advantage with us, the Country not material if 
they are not from Callabar [synonymous with Igbo, modern Nigeria] which 
slaves are quite out of repute from numbers in every Cargo . . . destroying 
themselves.”93 Even late in the eighteenth century, a witness in the slave 
trade investigation noted that slaves from the “Ebo [Igbo] country” were 
“remarkably high spirited,” implying that they chose suicide because they 
did not “brook slavery so well as those from several other countries,” while 
an early nineteenth- century tract described the Igbo as “turbulent, stubborn, 
and addicted to suicide.”94 As this quote suggests, and as Michael Gomez 
has shown, nowhere is the connection between ethnicity and suicide more 
apparent than in the case of the Igbo.95 other traders agreed that the Igbo 
were understood to be prone to suicide through obstinacy, despondency, 
and stubbornness.96 If the Igbo were in fact more prone to suicide, this helps 
explain why the petitions for compensation in Virginia, where Igbo imports 
predominated, may have outpaced those of North and South Carolina.

Planters not only corresponded about the linkages between enslaved 
ethnicity and suicide, they also versified it in plantation poetry. For instance, 
in The Sugar Cane: A Poem in Four Books (1764), which was being reprinted 
in the United States as late as 1850, the West Indian planter and poet James 
Grainger counseled planters to avoid the “Coromontee,” who “choose death 
before dishonorable bonds” and to “fly, with care from/The Moco- nation;  
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they themselves destroy.”97 Grainger directed others to avoid purchasing 
older slaves, who were “sullen and unteachable and frequently put an end 
to their own lives.” As he explained,

But, planter, from what coast soe’er they sail,

Buy not the old: they ever sullen prove;

With heart- felt anguish, they lament their home;

They will not, cannot work; they never learn

Thy native language; they are prone to ails;

And oft by suicide their being end.98

owners were warned to choose carefully and master competently. To the 
extent that they accepted these assessments, then, they believed that suicide 
could be controlled through careful scrutiny. Caveat emptor meant under-
standing African propensity toward suicide. If this failed, of course, owners 
and planters could attempt to warn slaves away from suicide through forced 
feedings, beatings, and postmortem desecration. Above all, however, own-
ers and planters who acknowledged that enslaved people killed themselves 
during seasoning averred that the reasons they did so lay elsewhere than in 
the brutal and systemic features of the institution of slavery itself.

For enslaved people, like the unnamed woman discussed by William Byrd II  
in his diary in 1710, suicide remained a possible alternative to captivity 
and an acceptable escape from enslavement during seasoning in British 
American plantations. The initial years following Africans’ arrival repro-
duced cir cumstances— the fracturing of social bonds, sexual abuse, physi-
cal brutality, labor regimes— that fostered self- destruction. As traders and 
owners sold and dispersed slaves across the American plantations during 
seasoning, the latter may have found, in fact, even more opportunity and 
reason to consider suicide over continued enslavement. Not the least among 
these reasons was their belief that self- destruction brought the possibility of 
spiritual rebirth.

Masters and owners appear to have rarely pondered deeply why enslaved 
men and women killed themselves, as illustrated by Littleton’s chilling as-
sessment that “no creature knows why” slaves in Barbados hanged them-
selves. Similarly, Virginian William Mayo wrote matter- of- factly that the  
“Negro Quaccoo Hang’d himself [,] the Women all in Health and [otherwise]  
all things goe on as well as can be expected.”99 Petitions to that colony’s leg-
islative house, in addition, did not typically discuss the reasons for slave 
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suicide. Yet owners recognized the threat posed by slave self- destruction and 
punished such acts in order to attempt to forestall their incidence. Byrd pun-
ished his enslaved woman’s runaway attempts in part because he suspected 
that she had tried to kill herself: in the end, she may have succeeded in doing 
so, and her death put her beyond his reach. Most surprisingly, perhaps, with 
all evidence to the contrary, some masters denied that slave self- destruction 
happened at all, although doing so did not diminish its visibility.

Enslaved people’s deaths by suicides were a part of the Atlantic trade and 
remained evident during the early years of their seasoning on plantations 
across the British America. Newly arrived Africans struggled with the bru-
tal processes of enslavement and, in response, some of them chose suicide 
over seasoning. Their self- inflicted deaths, whether achieved directly or indi-
rectly, cast doubts on the reputations of their owners as well as on slavery as 
an institution. Yet that inquiries into the nature and circumstances of slaves’ 
self- inflicted deaths surfaced in late eighteenth- century investigations into 
the slave trade reflects the way in which slave suicide exposed the paradoxes 
of slavery. Slaves’ acts of self- destruction compromised the aims of owners 
and reflected badly on them; hence masters were reticent to discuss any 
deaths by suicide that occurred on their plantations. In this way, acts of sui-
cide by slaves during seasoning laid bare the contradictions of slavery. As we 
shall see in the next chapter, those questions and paradoxes persisted and 
deepened alongside the development of slavery in colonial British America.
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w i l l i a m s b u r g, July 10

A few days ago, a fine Negroe Man Slave, imported in one of the late Ships from 

Africa, belonging to a Wheelwright, near this City, taking Notice of his Master’s 

giving another Correction for a Misdemeanor, went to a Grindstone and making a 

Knife sharp cut his own Throat, and died on the Spot.

—Virginia Gazette, 17521

T h r e e

Slave Suicide in the Context of 
Colonial North America

In 1752, the Virginia Gazette published the story of an unnamed slave who 
slit his throat near Williamsburg, one of seventy- odd reports of suicide by 
whites and blacks that were featured in the weekly paper from its first publi-
cation in 1736 through the onset of the American revolution. The story was 
preceded by an account of the execution of a felon in Annapolis and followed 
by a letter from the reverend Samuel Davies who quoted Job: “Wherefore 
do I take my Flesh in my Teeth, and put my Life in my hand?” Appearing 
to the right and slightly lower was a notice that the Anne had arrived from 
“Old Callabar” with a cargo of “choice, healthy slaves” destined for the auc-
tion block on 16 July. That item was followed by an advertisement for the 
sale of a “choice assortment of silks,” fine fabrics, and other millinery (stays, 
gloves, fans, and the like), an array aimed at female consumers. reports of 
execution, suicide, and despair appeared alongside advertisements for the 
sale of human beings and luxury goods. For the Gazette’s audience, death 
and commerce appear to have been the order of the day.

The confluence of these items is revealing. Most notably, their conver-
gence mirrored the contradictions and contexts that shaped understand-
ings of suicide in the emerging slave societies of pre- revolutionary British 
America.2 The masthead of the Gazette promised its readers the “freshest 



advices, foreign and domestic.” Appearing in the latter section of the paper, 
sandwiched between news from europe and notices of people and goods 
for sale, these brief pieces made the connections among suicide, moraliz-
ing, and commerce implicit rather than direct. Both the printed text of the 
felon’s contrite confession as well as the Christian exhortation against Job’s 
suicide stressed the traditional importance of obeying God rather than suc-
cumbing to sin and despondency. In the same breath, the advertisements 
for slaves and luxury goods emphasized the secular values of marketplace 
consumerism. By 1752, slave sale was central to Virginia’s economy, while 
fine millinery functioned as a marker of gender and status, largely purchased 
by those individuals whose families could also afford to own slaves.3

While such juxtapositions were common in eighteenth- century newspa-
pers, the 1752 issue offered the first account of slave suicide to be printed 
in the Virginia Gazette. The meaning of that suicide for the paper’s audience 
was ambiguous. In the context of the stories that surrounded it, the account 
of suicide reflected tensions between secular and sacred understandings of 
self- destruction: while Davies’s sermon strongly condemned suicide, the 
description of the unnamed enslaved man’s self- destructive act contained 
hints of admiration. The paper also revealed competing understandings of 
slaves as both persons and commodities by positioning the account of the 
fully human act of self- destruction against the advertisement of slaves for 
sale. Moreover, the item itself was essentially a narrative transcript of sui-
cide. The slave’s actions were offered up by an unidentified onlooker whose 
point of view structured the account. From that perspective, this was no 
impulsive act of self- destruction. In this telling, the slave had telegraphed 
a calculated set of intentions: he had watched the beating of another slave, 
walked to the grindstone, whetted his knife, and wounded himself fatally. 
Did those actions constitute an improvised ritual? Did the slave say a prayer 
as he honed the blade that he would use to slit his throat? Or was the sharp-
ening a practical matter, designed to ensure that the cut would be swift and 
sure and surpass any attempts to heal it?4 Or, to put these questions differ-
ently, how did the enslaved man understand the meaning of his death and 
what did other observers make of this suicide?

Perhaps like no other act, suicide by enslaved people had the potential 
to expose the contradictions of slavery in colonial British North America. 
Those contradictions can best be comprehended first by analyzing the com-
peting meanings of the unnamed Williamsburg man’s act of self- destruction 
and second by situating slave suicide in the context of other accounts of 
self- inflicted death by early Americans. Some stories of slave suicide accen-
tuated similarities between blacks and whites. In the case of the enslaved 
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Williamsburg man, for instance, the story appealed to masculinist ethics 
of choosing death before dishonor, a theme that resonated with the Anglo- 
American elite. Yet if some accounts of enslaved people’s suicides reflected a 
set of reasons for choosing death that were shared across racial lines, others 
confirmed differences based on race and class. For instance, european mis-
sionaries’ reports of suicide by indigenous Americans suggested that they, 
like enslaved people, viewed death as an acceptable as well as sometimes a 
good or honorable death. Similarly, like those of the laboring classes, the 
suicides of enslaved people were attributed to temperamental stubborn-
ness. Such appraisals distanced the meanings of slave suicide from those 
of free europeans, and sustained the disarticulation of suicide and slavery 
that had begun in the slave trade. Additionally, as we have seen, reports of 
slave suicide also contained critical estimations of masters, a theme that be-
came more pronounced over the course of the eighteenth century. enslaved 
people who killed themselves, some observers indirectly implied or directly 
averred, did so because their masters were unfit. In these ways as well, stories 
of enslaved people’s suicides presented Anglo- American observers with a 
host of competing, contradictory, and charged messages that had the poten-
tial to unsettle the acceptance of slavery and assumptions about enslaved 
people.

The questions posed by the suicides of enslaved people were not re-
solved, of course, in the eighteenth century. however, whether or not slaves 
intended it, their self- inflicted deaths challenged ideas about slavery and 
about suicide in British North America. Their acts of self- destruction called 
into question prevailing Anglo- American assumptions about religion and 
commerce, personhood and commodification, and racial, class, and gender 
identity and difference. Well before the rise of organized antislavery move-
ments, the attention that slave suicide focused on these contradictions both 
hinted at and openly exposed the moral quandaries of slavery.

In light of these evidentiary and narrative complexities, the contempo-
rary historian may be tempted to discuss the suicides of slaves primarily 
in terms of agency and resistance, reading slaves’ acts of self- destruction as 
defiant and destructive.5 In killing himself, one might argue, the unnamed 
enslaved man in Williamsburg resisted his enslavement and ruined his mas-
ter’s valued property. rather than read this suicide only as one slave resist-
ing one master, however, it is more analytically productive to think of its 
broader political and cultural implications. Characterizing it as an isolated 
act of resistance by a single slave obscures the multiple and often unknow-
able forces that precipitated it and risks the implication that suicide was 
the result of a freely made decision. To the extent that it was a choice, it was 
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one from an exceedingly narrow range of options and an alternative for 
which the enslaved man paid with his life. But considering this act of self- 
destruction in the context of colonization allows us to see how its meanings 
were culturally shared and circulated beyond one moment, one enslaved 
person, and one master. Accounts of enslaved people’s suicides demonstrate 
not only their very real significance as individual acts but also the paradoxi-
cal and political implications of those suicides in the emerging slave socie-
ties of British North America.

The Williamsburg man’s suicide conveyed varied meanings about honor 
and class, race and gender, and slavery and mastery to the mid- eighteenth- 
century readers who witnessed his suicide, however mediated, through print.  
Because early modern newspapers were shared widely and read out loud in 
a variety of situations— at home and work, in coffeehouses and taverns— 
the stories that they contained reached beyond immediate subscribers. 
Assessing the cultural implications of this report for the varied group of 
mid- eighteenth- century Americans who read or heard it requires close con-
sideration of the details of the item and its printed context.6

For mid- eighteenth- century Anglo- Americans, the meanings of this sui-
cide were informed, in part and perhaps surprisingly, by ideas of honor. 
honor was a gendered concept, one associated most closely with early mod-
ern elite masculine identity. At least some of those who read or heard the 
story of this suicide would have conceded a grudging admiration for the 
courage with which the man approached death. Some may have been famil-
iar with the idea, perhaps earliest voiced by Jean Barbot, that “in general” 
captive Africans were understood to regard death “stoically” and endured 
its pain with an indifference that was associated with bravery. Barbot attrib-
uted this quality to Africans’ “Pythagorean” inclinations— that is, to their 
spiritual beliefs in reincarnation and their understanding that the soul lived 
on in new forms.7

Other observers might have admired the studied resolve and public stag-
ing of the slave’s self- killing; as depicted, this was not the result of passion-
ate impulse, but rather an act of cool reason and unflinching determination. 
For english elites, deliberate, rational suicide, typically using firearms, was 
a means of dying with honor. This belief appears to have been shared by at 
least some colonial southerners. William Byrd III, for instance, who shot 
himself on New Year’s Day 1777, evidently believed that self- inflicted death 
was preferable to facing disgrace after he lost both his family’s fortune and 
the political respect of his peers.8 Similarly, in the antebellum period, at 
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least one southern slave owner perceived himself to be an ineffectual master 
and believed that his slaves viewed him with contempt for his weaknesses. 
In imagining ways of gaining their respect and esteem, he contemplated 
suicide, believing that the act would make him appear to be firm rather than 
“permissive.” This suggests the extent to which the beliefs of enslaved people 
regarding suicide might weigh heavily on their owners’ self- images.9 In addi-
tion, the ideas of the Stoics, along with neoclassical depictions of suicide as 
heroic and admirable, were frequent subjects in popular eighteenth- century 
Anglo- American plays, such as Thomas Southerne’s 1695 adaptation of 
Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko (1688) and Joseph Addison’s Cato (1713). Some 
readers of the Virginia Gazette would have been familiar with the virtue 
sometimes attributed to self- destructive acts.10 These suggestions of regard, 
then, attributed both integrity and honor to the unnamed enslaved man 
who killed himself in full view of the Williamsburg public in 1752.

The specific reasons for the man’s suicide were made explicit to those 
who read the Gazette’s account. One set of explanations was, like honor 
and courage, related to class and rank. The slave, readers were told in the 
first line, was a “fine” man, meaning that he was “consummate in quality,” 
“refined,” in a word, “perfect.” In the context of the slave market, “fine” 
carried a powerful commercial valence: this slave was a valuable commod-
ity and a costly investment. The audience might have imagined “fine” to 
indicate a physically formidable and mentally adroit person, a man who 
possessed both the corporal strength and psychological resolve necessary to 
kill himself. These assessments could also have been related to complexion. 
early modern Anglo- Americans assigned meanings and status to skin color, 
and they may have viewed the darkness or richness of the slave’s hue as 
mark of physiological superiority— hence, a “fine” slave.11

The issue of class was also raised in the Gazette story by the occupa-
tion of the owner, a wheelwright likely training his slave for the trade. The 
suicide could be read as a rejection of menial, if skilled, labor and may 
have suggested to the audience that the enslaved man was high born in 
Africa. Anglo- Americans may have debased Africans on the basis of race, 
but rank was still a salient cultural category of respect. Other details might 
have furthered the associations with rank and class: the slave’s expectation 
of imminent corporal punishment— ”taking notice” of his master beating 
another slave— may have spurred his suicide. Certainly other slaves, as well 
as indentured servants, were understood to have killed themselves in re-
sponse to labor regimes that they viewed as unsuitable or brutality that they 
experienced as shaming and painful. For instance, a physician described an 
enslaved man in Jamaica as a person “of consequence” in his own country  
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who stubbornly refused to work for any “white man.” Bound for trans-
port, his hands tied behind him, the enslaved man leapt into a river and 
drowned.12 Slaves were reportedly provoked to suicide when “they saw their 
fellow creatures punished,” and believed that it would be the “same case 
with themselves in a short time.”13 Some of these slaves, including perhaps 
the unnamed man in Williamsburg, came from elite classes in Africa and 
therefore preferred death to these kinds of indignities, or so the reports of 
the enslavers suggest.

Thus, the story of the unnamed man’s suicide pointed to a chief con-
tradiction in the slave societies of mid- eighteenth- century British North 
America. This enslaved man, the object of debasement, possessed a code 
of honor that was recognizable to Anglo- American onlookers, particularly 
those who were owners and masters of slaves. The hint of admiration im-
plied for this act of suicide differs sharply from the story of Caesar, the 
mid- eighteenth- century slave who ran away rather than decapitate a fellow 
slave who had committed suicide.14 That account assigned no honorable 
motives to the suicide of Caesar’s unnamed compatriot. rather, his lifeless 
body was to be publicly dishonored by severing his head from corpse. We 
must therefore consider that, at best, the association of honor with slaves 
was emergent, circumstantial, or regional. Nonetheless, the possibility that 
readers would have understood the Williamsburg slave’s suicide as an act 
that preserved his honor reveals a central contradiction in Anglo- American 
views of slaves as both persons and property as well as familiar and foreign. 
In effect, the account established social distance between the Gazette’s read-
ers and the enslaved man who was the subject of the story while at the same 
time its details offered a means of breaching that divide.

The Williamsburg story also raised questions about where mid- 
eighteenth- century Anglo- Americans placed the blame for slave suicide. In 
particular, it allows for the interpretation that the owner was somehow at 
fault for his bondman’s death. A couple of details suggest this line of reason-
ing. The first is that this owner was a wheelwright, a laborer himself, and 
therefore unfit to master slaves. The second detail is that he was correcting 
another slave for a “misdemeanor,” a trifling offense, which further may 
have conveyed to readers that the wheelwright was unsuited for or unac-
customed to slave ownership and unable to demonstrate his authority le-
gitimately. Implicitly, the item made a connection between the abilities of 
the owner and the enslaved man’s choice of death by suicide. In doing so, 
it intimated that a “fine” man should not be enslaved to a plebeian and 
insinuated that the ownership and governance of slaves most safely rested 
in the hands of elites.
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Yet if the story indicated that the enslaved man’s motives for choosing 
death were honorable, the context contradicted that idea by offering out-
right condemnations of suicide. In the paper, the contrite felon and Job 
were figures that were expressly oppositional to that of the enslaved man. In 
contrast to his deliberate and intentional death, they endured the fate that 
God had meted out to them. The felon confessed his sin and faced execu-
tion, while Job suffered the loss of his property, his sons, and his health, but 
he never lost his faith in God. The stories of Job and the condemned man 
reflected the traditional view that suicide was anathema to the precepts of 
Christianity and an act that foreclosed the possibility of redemption. Setting 
these stories against the enslaved man’s suicide, then, confirmed his sta-
tus as a spiritual and cultural outsider and validated the superiority of the 
traditional european Christian emphasis on obedience, endurance, and 
suffering.

In the context of the Virginia Gazette, this report of slave suicide sent 
conflicting messages about honor, rank, and race and contained unresolv-
able meanings. Among these, the most critical contradiction was that a de-
based human commodity undertook a willful assertion of personhood for 
codes of masculine honor that europeans understood, shared, and affirmed. 
At the same time, however, the story accented racial differences; in the end, 
Christian endurance triumphed over the stoicism exhibited by the pagan 
African. Still, the act was no longer viewed as simply the product of African 
ethnicity or purely as an incomprehensible response to slavery. The reasons 
for his suicide had become startlingly familiar but nonetheless aspects of 
the act itself remained, to use a word associated with newly imported slaves 
themselves, outlandish and distant.

Of course, enslaved people were not the only individuals who died by sui-
cide in early modern British America, and so the cultural meanings of acts of 
self- destruction are better understood in comparative context. From the be-
ginnings of european colonization of the Americas, for example, observers 
penned accounts of suicide by indigenous people in order to fuel imperial 
rivalries and to measure the human losses wrought by expansion. Girolamo 
Benzoni, for instance, and later Bartolomé de Las Casas averred that Native 
suicide in Latin America was a response to oppressive imperial labor re-
gimes; by the seventeenth century, these and other observations were pub-
lished and translated in multiple editions and languages across europe. 
Being “intolerably oppressed and worked,” Benzoni noted, the Natives 
“longed for death.” his History of the New World (1565) illustrated this 

70 / Chapter Three



point with an image showing Indians killing themselves by leaping off cliffs, 
hanging themselves from trees, and stabbing and poisoning themselves— 
the very methods often used by enslaved people. In The Devastation of the 
Indies (1552), Las Casas concurred, arguing that whole families and entire 
communities hanged themselves out of despair.15 These assessments fueled 
imperial critiques, but at the same time they confirmed cultural differences. 
The illustration in Benzoni’s text suggests an epidemical contagion of sui-
cide, unlike anything in european accounts of themselves.

Similarly, across North America, missionaries— Jesuits in Canada, Quak-
ers in Pennsylvania, and Anglicans in Virginia, the Carolinas, and Florida— 
remarked on Native American suicide as a source of cultural difference. 
Most of these observers agreed that among the Native people, principally 

3.1. early Spanish accounts featured images of widespread native suicide in response to  
Spanish expansion in the New World. Benzoni wrote that “the Indians of La espanola  

hang themselves in the woods, rather than serve Christians.” Source: Girolamo Benzoni, 
History of the New World, Shewing His Travels in America, From 1541 to 1556, trans. and  

ed. W. h. Smyth (London: hakluyt Society, 1857), 77. This item is reproduced 
by permission of The huntington Library, San Marino, California.
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huron and Iroquois in the Northeast and Tutelo in the South, suicide was 
neither condemned nor condoned.16 Missionaries cited multiple examples 
of individuals who poisoned themselves out of shame and asserted that 
suicide among the Indians was regarded as neither heroic nor cowardly; 
self- destruction was neither praised nor denigrated.17 In addition, onlook-
ers compared indigenous and enslaved propensities for suicide in the face 
of humiliation. Bernard romans, for instance, told the story of a young 
Choctaw man who was chided by his mother: “he took so ill as in the fury 
of his shame to resolve his own death, which he effected with a gun.” These 
sentiments, he continued, were “very similar” to the “sublimity of negroes 
sentiments in their own country.”18 Similar to enslaved people, some Na-
tive Americans viewed suicide as a means of spiritual reunion. In the late 
eighteenth century, for instance, one Seneca leader apparently concluded 
that he would “eat of the fatal root, and sleep with his fathers, in peace.”19 
Anthropologist William N. Fenton reached similar conclusions in his study 

3.2. Native suicide in the Caribbean, 16th century. Girolamo Benzoni, History of the New 
World, Shewing His Travels in America, From 1541 to 1556 (Venice, 1572), p. 52 verso. This 

item is reproduced by permission of  The huntington Library, San Marino, California.
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of suicide among the huron and Iroquois but also noted that the greatest 
frequency of suicide occurred in these two groups in the period immediately 
following european contact. This finding indicates some congruity with the 
experience of captive Africans and suggests that suicide was a response to 
the violent, cataclysmic change and high mortality rates experienced by 
both enslaved and indigenous people during european colonization and 
settlement of the Americas.20

Acts of self- destruction by both captive Africans and indigenous Ameri-
cans can also be viewed as responses to the dispossessions wrought by 
forced migration and imperial expansion. Self- destruction appears to have 
been an explicit and immediate reaction to the brutality, labor regimes, and 
the fracturing of social bonds that were central to enslavement. Disposses-
sion was also related to the loss of territory. In 1715, for instance, Samuel 
Sewall reported that Isaac Nehemiah, a praying Natick, had killed himself. 
Nehemiah had participated in land and treaty negotiations with the en-
glish, and on September 15, the Naticks sold the last of their large- scale 
landholdings to the english; Nehemiah’s suicide occurred on the very next 
day.21 Daniel r. Mandell notes that Sewall did not comment on the paral-
lel between Judas and Nehemiah, who may have viewed himself as a trai-
tor to his community, but does note that suicide was “not uncommon” 
among those Indians who felt “emotionally abused or dishonored.”22 A 
coroner’s jury declared Nehemiah a felo de se, but the nature of his burial is 
unspecified.23 his self- inflicted death measured cultural dispossession and 
paralleled the experiences of enslaved Africans.

Death itself was a shorthand for measuring cultural differences. Suicide 
in particular had the potential to solidify notions of temperamental, ethnic, 
and racial characteristics that distinguished cultural outsiders, in this case  
indigenous and enslaved people, from europeans.24 Furthermore, African 
and Native beliefs, as we have seen, challenged european religious teach-
ings, legal practices, and folklore surrounding what they referred to as 
self- murder. While Native and African concepts of honor and rank often 
accounted for their acts of self- destruction, their spiritual interpretations of 
suicide— especially the belief that suicide could foster rebirth or reconnec-
tions with ancestors— probably presented the largest challenge to european 
beliefs. These competing ideas about the meaning of death and suicide were 
of course not fixed, and the boundaries between them shifted alongside con-
tinuing forced migrations and european expansions. For indigenous and 
enslaved people, suicide had become imaginable and acceptable, an escape 
from enslavement and therefore perhaps even a good death. In the eyes of  
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european onlookers, however, those suicides confirmed ideas about racial 
and cultural differences that many of them viewed as irresolvable.

Discussions about indigenous Americans and enslaved people were used 
to measure their racial differences from europeans, but in other cases, 
slave self- destruction carried class associations. While the suicides of Isaac 
Nehemiah in 1715 and the enslaved Williamsburg man in 1752 entailed 
concepts of honor and dishonor that were understood and shared by Anglo-  
Americans, they might just as readily attribute slave suicide to the dispo-
sitional features that enslaved people were said to share with laborers and 
criminals. Owners and overseers, justices and juries, and Atlantic and do-
mestic traders alike all summoned ideas about temperament, and in par-
ticular assumptions about their natural temperamental stubbornness, in 
order to explain the suicides of their unfree laborers. An indentured servant 
drowned himself to escape an imminent beating; an unseasoned enslaved 
woman threw herself down a hill after an overseer gave her a few lashes; a 
Tutelo woman, the “last of her nation,” poisoned herself for fear that she 
would not be treated according to her rank.25 explanations for these acts of 
self- destruction were linked to stubbornness and willfulness, passion and 
irrationality. Correspondingly, in colonial British America, servants, slaves, 
and Indian converts who killed themselves were also more likely to suffer 
postmortem punishments for their transgressions. Their corpses were sub-
jected to desecration and profane burial more often than those of their free 
counterparts; this both punished their stubbornness and reflected their lack 
of social standing.

That slaves and servants were stubborn was a routine statement in the 
early modern world. elite europeans had long remarked on the inherent 
stubbornness of the laboring classes, and British American masters cast sim-
ilar epithets on their laborers. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
terms like obstinacy or stubbornness were frequently applied to servants as 
well as slaves.26 For example, a newspaper printed the findings of a coroner’s 
inquest on a seven- year- old servant who was beaten for being “stubborn 
and refusing to do what his master bid him.” The servant died; the inquest 
attributed to the death to “stubbornness and manslaughter.”27 In addition, 
because suicide by slaves was viewed as a form of rebellion, masters judged 
it as they did organized slave revolts. According to a 1737 newspaper report 
of a slave uprising in Antigua, for instance, the enslaved remained stead-
fast in their “obduracy” when gibbeted, racked, or burned at the stake and 
“stubborn” in their refusal to name other conspirators.28
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Laborers’ stubbornness went by many adjectives: barbaric, distempered, 
obdurate, obstinate, refractory, sulky, sullen, troublesome, and willful. even 
the typically terse coroners’ reports filed in British American jurisdictions  
occasionally reflect stubbornness when describing servants’ suicides. Usu-
ally inquest language attributed suicide and murder to the “instigation of 
the Devil” or “not having God before their eyes.” Yet on occasion it ex-
plicitly linked self- destruction to the willfulness of servants and slaves. In 
Virginia, for instance, one inquest reported that a servant “willfully made 
himself away first by cutting of his throat with a drawing knife and afterward 
by drowning himself in a well where he finished his last breath.”29 Another 
“barbarously” tied a grindstone around his neck and drowned himself in a 
millpond. “Barbarously” is double- edged in this usage, referring both to the 
social condition of the worker and to the savagery of the act.30 Barbarism 
could also extend to the method of self- slaughter: the grindstone was prob-
ably recovered, but given the taint of self- murder, it likely went unused.31 
Inquests on servants who destroyed themselves underscored that such acts 
were done “without provocation,” “willfully,” or “voluntarily.” These docu-
ments not only reveal the very conscious connection between stubbornness 
and labor, they also definitively affirmed that these laborers who caused 
their own deaths were in no way non compos mentis.32

Stubbornness was also inflected with ideas of disobedience and crimi-
nality. Felo de se verdicts, of course, declared suicide to be a criminal act, but 
stubbornness was also associated with lawbreakers. In 1732, The American 
Weekly Mercury, for example, described one felon awaiting execution in 
London’s Newgate prison as a “most obdurate and impenitent wretch” who 
eventually went to his death “stubborn and obstinate.”33 Other accounts 
questioned whether suicide could ever be honorable because it always 
reflected stubbornness. For instance, a 1733 newspaper article averred that 
the famous suicides from antiquity, Cato and Brutus, could not be consid-
ered to be truly great men. Their choice of suicide—“dying by their own 
hands” because Caesar had “destroyed the liberties of their country”— 
reflected a “rather sullen stubbornness.” Truly great men, the writer asserted, 
had the fortitude to do their duty, regardless of onerous circumstances.34

Stubbornness implied temperamental challenges to cultural hierarchies 
and therefore was to be condemned. empowered europeans viewed acts of 
self- destruction by slaves and servants through a prism of prevailing hierar-
chies of class and race; acts of suicide were viewed as reproaches to temporal 
and spiritual authority. Servants and slaves were expected to obey their mas-
ters and mistresses as part of their God- given fate. Yet while their suicides 
were often described in formulaic language as offenses to God, the rhetoric 
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also sometimes conveyed the idea that suicide by the unfree was more an 
act of defiance against earthly masters than it was an offense against divinely 
ordained hierarchies.

The association between suicide and temperamental stubbornness was 
not a solely southern phenomenon, and the meanings of self- destruction 
varied according to race and class across British North America. Among four-
teen suicides recorded in his diary between 1688 and 1725, Massachusetts 
justice Samuel Sewall assessed the self- inflicted deaths of African Americans, 
servants, and Indians differently than he did those of the middling classes. 
In 1688, for instance, he noted that “Sam Marionn’s wife hang[ed] herself 
in the Chamber, fastening a Cord to the rafter- Joice. Two or three swore 
she was distracted and had been for some time, and so she was buried in 
the burying place.”35 Yet when “Mr. Pain’s negro woman cast her self from 
the Top of the house above, 40 foot high,” in 1712, Sewall recorded only 
that description, without any intervening commentary.36 On another oc-
casion, Sewall noted that the town was “saddened with the amazing news 
that a young gentleman of good parentage and good education had hanged 
himself in his Store- house,” but seemed unsurprised to learn that “at night 
one who came over a souldier, and was diverted to a tanner, being himself 
of that trade, hang[ed] himself,” implicitly linking suicide to his reversion 
to an undesirable status.37 The lower orders perhaps merited less com-
ment because their survivors (if any) were less likely to have the resources 
to avoid felo de se verdicts. Nonetheless, despite the widespread Christian  
assertion that suicide was a bad death and the work of the devil, Sewall’s 
diary, very much like the attitudes of his counterparts in the Chesapeake, 
reveals that his interpretations of self- destruction were shaped by cultural 
understandings of race and class.

If temperamental stubbornness explained the suicides of slaves and 
servants, their methods of self- killing also resembled one another. Suicide 
by hanging or drowning had long been associated with the laboring and 
lower orders, and with women as well.38 Lacking access to guns and even 
knives, members of these groups were more likely to avail themselves of 
millponds or rivers to drown themselves or use trees and vines to hang 
themselves. Indentured servants and slaves also threw themselves into sugar 
works or used grinding stones, flax, or other elements associated with their 
labor as instruments of self- destruction, making the connection between 
their work regimes and their deaths quite explicit.39 In contrast, among the 
gentry, the use of certain weapons could lend a sense of honor to suicide.40  
These examples demonstrate the ways in which method of self- destruction 
carried class associations.
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race, however, remained a stubborn divide in regard to the means of 
self- destruction, and certain ways of dying by suicide were viewed as dis-
tinctive to enslaved and indigenous people. In such cases, observers often 
fixated on oral sustenance. Benzoni noted that the Indians in the Caribbean 
“starved themselves to death,” while Las Casas reported that they swallowed 
stones and dirt.41 Across British America, reports alleged that slaves killed 
themselves by refusing to eat, swallowing their tongues, or ingesting dirt or 
stones.42 The last of these, referred to as geophagy, is often described as a 
“natural, if unconscious response” to thiamine and iron deficiencies. Yet in 
the early modern South and Caribbean, slaves reportedly made and ate clay 
cakes, and ingesting dirt in particular was associated with their attempts to 
destroy themselves.43 While slaves who did this were reported to be attempt-
ing to kill themselves, it is unclear if that was truly their intent.

Still, the european preoccupation with what they viewed as oral pol-
lution measured a racial divide between colonizers and enslavers, on one 
hand, and the colonized and enslaved on the other. While the former often 
embraced the popular belief that a little dirt was healthful, they decidedly 
viewed ingestion of dirt by slaves as distasteful and primitive. Medical au-
thorities in the Caribbean designated geophagy as Cachexia Africana, giving 
it a scientific imprimatur and describing it as a sickness inherent to slaves. In 
1798, Dr. George Davidson described it as a malady of West Indian slaves, 
most of whom were new to the country, but noted that it could also be 
found among those who had been in the Caribbean for “some time.” Yet 
even this disease had its roots in temperament. Davidson described the first 
symptom of the disease as “a fondness for solitude” and “despondency,” a 
typical late eighteenth- century term to describe the emotional state of en-
slaved people. When despondent, “the mind, partaking of the sufferings 
of the body, is affected with nostalgia”; slaves brooded over their “ill treat-
ment, separated forever from their friends and relations, and doomed to 
suffer without daring to complain.”44

If slave suicide shared elements with elite codes of honor, indigenous 
responses to dispossession, and assumptions about the stubbornness of 
servants, such acts were also set apart on the basis of race. Declaring ge-
ophagy to be an African disease, averring it as a method of self- killing that 
was distinct to slaves, and linking it to disposition had the effect of racial-
izing this method of suicide. It was a means of measuring racial differences 
between the english, who in the eighteenth century were reported to be 
quite prone to suicide through drowning, hanging, and (for the upper class) 
shooting, and enslaved people in the colonies. Well into the nineteenth cen-
tury, evolving understandings of suicide by enslaved people continued to  
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disarticulate self- destruction from slavery and to reinforce ideas of differ-
ences in race, class, and disposition.

While masters and planters attributed the suicides of enslaved men and 
women to racial and temperamental differences, those who formed the 
ranks of the unfree on occasion challenged these associations. Concepts 
of honor may have been most closely associated with the gentry, but slaves 
and servants also had codes of honor. Some unfree laborers preferred death 
to corporal punishment. The unnamed Williamsburg slave whose story 
opens this chapter may have chosen suicide after viewing the punishment 
of another slave and assuming, probably quite correctly, that he was next 
in line for the lash. The deliberateness of his actions— he watched, walked, 
and whetted his knife— may have reflected his belief that such punishments 
were incompatible with his own sense of integrity and identity. That this 
choice may have been related to his understandings of honor may be gath-
ered from the observation that he was a “fine” man.

Concepts of honor appear to have been related to gender. In 1712, an 
overseer reported in his account book that roger, an enslaved man, had 
hanged himself in the “old 40 foot Tobacco house.” The overseer first 
noted, seemingly perplexed, that roger had done so “not [for] any reason” 
except, he subsequently wrote, that the enslaved man had been “hind[e]red 
from keeping other negroe men’s wifes.” roger might have been a newly 
imported slave who may have been entitled to polygyny, a marker of male 
status in some African societies. Polygyny was practiced across the Americas 
and Africa, and, according to twentieth- century anthropologists working 
among the Ashanti, a man who possessed only one wife was the object of 
derision.45 The overseer’s assessment was that roger had transgressed his 
masculine entitlement by seeking to control (or “keep”) more women than 
the overseer (who had “hindered” roger in this regard) thought he had 
a right to do. he was angered at roger’s display of power: the power over 
women he sought and the power to kill himself.46

The responses of the unnamed Williamsburg man and roger illustrate 
the ways in which understandings or honor and the entitlements of rank 
and masculinity were reported to have motivated the suicides of enslaved 
men. But if the importance of rank and honor were mostly attributed to 
men, occasionally the same themes also emerged in eighteenth- century ac-
counts of women slaves as well. One woman reportedly could find “none 
of her equals” in Barbados, and refused to marry, eat, or talk with other 
slaves.47 For others, the importance of rank led to self- destruction. For 
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instance, a young enslaved woman whose country marks indicated nobility 
threw herself from a steep hill, suggesting that the lash and labor may have 
been a shameful fate to which she could not reconcile herself.48

On occasion, unfree laborers articulated their distinctive codes of honor 
by taking aim at their masters and assigning to them the responsibility 
for slave and servant suicide. The story of the enslaved man Tony in mid- 
seventeenth- century Maryland (chapter 2) came from hannah Littleworth, 
an indentured servant in his household. She testified that Tony died be-
cause of his master’s cruelty; in creating public knowledge of his brutality, 
she aimed to disgrace her master. Other indentured servants made similar 
choices. Several years after the inquest on Tony, indentured servant John 
Shorte was felling trees with his Maryland master, when the latter chastised 
Shorte about his work. Shorte stopped working altogether and fled to a 
nearby pond. his master gave chase with a tobacco stick; the wooden rod 
was typically hung with drying tobacco leaves, but masters also used it to 
punish servants and slaves. According to his master, Shorte ran into the pond  
and intentionally drowned himself.49

Fellow servants, however, laid the blame for Shorte’s death squarely at 
the feet of their master. Like hannah Littleworth, they provided some of the 
earliest legal linkages between the cruelty of masters and the indirect and di-
rect suicides of servants and slaves in British North America.50 One testified 
that he was called to the waterside, but his master subsequently bade him to 
“go about his business.”51 Two others servants swore that they went to “help 
to rescue . . . John Shorte from his Master,” who only ordered them to “go 
into the water and fetch him out” just as he sank under for the last time.52 
Like hannah Littleworth had done for Tony, Shorte’s fellow laborers attrib-
uted his death to the negligence and cruelty of his master. Perhaps too they 
were englishmen who despised suicide and were attempting to keep their 
fellow laborer from suffering the penalties of this most debased of deaths.

In response to indirect and direct suicide, servants— who had rights to 
testify in court that were lacked by slaves— put the fitness of their masters 
on trial and exhibited plebian standards of honor that sought to hold their 
masters accountable for the deaths of their laborers. That servants articu-
lated their own sense of standards in both of these cases, however, had lit-
tle impact on their legal outcome. Ultimately, courts sided with masters. 
Shorte was found to be a felo de se and was denied a Christian burial. That 
verdict did not just reflect the jury’s inclination to accept as most convinc-
ing the master’s testimony, but also perhaps the subtle way in which John 
Shorte’s stubbornness— he had refused to work and then to come out from 
the water— pushed them to rule for suicide over accidental death. In both 
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cases, the conflicts between masters and their bound laborers carried simi-
lar themes: heated exchanges, accusations of stubbornness, refusal to work, 
flight, silence, and, finally, resignation. More passive laborers might have 
merited different verdicts. In the end, the masters won the day, and courts 
and juries contained the contradictions exposed by these cases of suicide.

Like accounts of slave suicide along the Middle Passage and during season-
ing, reports of slave self- destruction, such as the one printed in the 1752 
Virginia Gazette, continued to disarticulate self- killing from the exigencies 
of enslavement. Instead, slaves’ proclivities for self- destruction were associ-
ated with race, temperament, and class, rather than attributed to diaboli-
cal instigation. In the context of european expansion in North America, 
explanations for slave suicides in some respects paralleled those of servants 
and indigenous people. Yet while english servants were accused of drinking 
themselves to death, never in the evidence utilized in this study were they 
charged, as both slaves and Indians were, with obtaining death by ingest-
ing dirt or stones. It was therefore not only the act of suicide itself, but also 
the method of suicide that became entangled with emerging cultural views 
of race, pollution, and temperament in eighteenth- century British North 
America.

These divergent representations of death by suicide created a social 
distance that was reinforced in burial practices. We have no clues about 
the manner of Tony’s burial, but, given his master’s inclinations, it was 
likely quick and unceremonious. Burial practices seem to have been erratic 
in early Virginia, as some masters used profane burials to punish labor-
ers, although a 1661 law prohibited masters from privately burying their 
servants.53 Shorte’s jury was so certain of a suicide verdict— despite three 
depositions that he was not a suicide— that they specified that he “ought  
not to have a Christian burial by law.”54 Similarly, in 1661, a Westmoreland 
County, Virginia, jury ordered that a servant who had “willfully” killed him-
self should be buried at a crossroad with “a stake driven through the middle 
of him in his grave.”55 A New england jury ruled similarly when Thomas, 
“an Indian and very useful servant of Mr. Oliver” hanged himself in the 
brew house: Samuel Sewall noted that his body was to be buried “by the 
highway with a Stake through his Grave.”56 For slaves, such postmortem 
determinations were left to the discretion of their masters, who often or-
dered their corpses to be decapitated or left them to rot. even slaves who 
died accidentally, rather than by suicide, were punished with ignominious 
burials or had their bodies sold for dissection.57 These burial rites— or lack 
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thereof— marked enslaved, indentured, and indigenous Americans apart 
from other Americans. Suicide had traditionally been deeply ingrained with 
ideas of pollution: the body, the method, and place of the suicide were 
unclean. In British North America, those cultural markers were reinforced 
by distinctly dishonoring postmortem rites accorded to suicides among the 
laboring, unfree, and indigenous communities.

Still, despite the reinforcement of these social distances through burial 
practices, like many of the accounts in this chapter, reports of slave sui-
cide, like that of the unnamed enslaved man near Williamsburg in 1752,  
carried ambiguous, liminal, and conflicting meanings. Some contradictions 
emerged from the story itself, but its inconsistencies gained force from its 
placement amid traditional condemnations of suicide and the modern ad-
vertisements of consumer goods, including human chattel. The Gazette’s 
readership may have responded with revulsion or admiration, believed that 
the act should be lauded or punished, or attributed it to the devil, or to 
gender, temperament, class, or race. They also might have faulted the wheel-
wright. If masters laid the blame for suicide on stubbornness, servants and 
slaves pointed their fingers at the temperamental failings of masters who 
were cruel, unfit, and excessive. In the context of colonization, the interpre-
tations and implications of this slave’s suicide were competing and contrary.

representations of suicidal slaves as stubborn and courageous, debased 
and noble, and stoic or barbaric persisted throughout the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. Depictions of self- destruction that rested on stubborn-
ness placed slaves (and others) beyond the sympathy of Anglo- American 
audiences; those that centered on honor conceivably lessened the social dis-
tance between the reader and the enslaved subject. These competing under-
standings of suicide shifted as slavery accelerated across eighteenth- century 
British America, and, in effect, exposed the paradoxes of slavery itself. The 
contradictions posed by slavery that were central issues raised by accounts 
of slave suicide in eighteenth- century Anglo- America were also manifested, 
as we shall see in the next chapter, in the law of slavery as well.
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[His master tied Wiley] to a collar beam in the loft of said house and said [to him] 

that [he] no more belonged to his master but to the state and that after tomorrow 

[Wiley would be] tried for his life and hanged for his crime.

[The next morning] when the family made from the bed the said [Wiley] had 

hanged himself with the rope that he was tied with. . . .

—Petition of James Anderson, South Carolina, 18101

F o u r

The Power to Die or the Power of the State?  
The Legalities of Suicide in Slavery

While enslaved people’s suicides were visible features of the Atlantic slave 
trade and seasoning and carried competing meanings across and beyond 
British North America, slave self- destruction also occupied a unique posi-
tion in North American law. Although colonial statutes and justice of the 
peace manuals specified no particular legal penalties for suicide by slaves, 
accounts of their acts of self- destruction, such as that described in this chap-
ter’s epigraph, surfaced in southern courtrooms and legislatures throughout 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. As we have seen, masters often 
privately punished slave suicide, but under certain circumstances they could 
also turn to the public for compensation for their loss of property. This was 
exactly what Wiley’s master was doing in South Carolina in 1810. His telling 
phrase, that Wiley “no more belonged to his master but to the state” also 
reflects the two systems of power— one private, one public— that had been 
institutionalized by legislators across the slave societies of British America. 
Each system of law mattered to slave death, including death by suicide.

Beginning in the seventeenth century, officials from Barbados to Mary-
land enacted piecemeal laws and comprehensive slave codes that conferred 
extensive powers to owners of slaves.2 Statutes authorized slaveholders to visit 
all manner of violence— commonly referred to as “plantation justice”— on  



their slaves. Alongside their private powers, owners of slaves could also 
rely on a public criminal justice system of state- sanctioned punishments 
specifically tailored for slaves. Hallmarks of this legal institution permit-
ted summary court trials for slaves, authorized non- slaveowning whites to 
police slaves, and endorsed extraordinary corporal and capital punishments 
exclusively for slaves. Legislation also provided compensation for owners 
of slave felons who had been executed by the state or who had, like Wiley, 
killed themselves.3

Wiley’s case reveals how the criminal justice system responded to en-
slaved men and women who stood accused of felonies and died by suicide 
before the state could carry out its punishment. In 1810, Wiley, an enslaved 
man about sixteen years of age, was accused of buggery, a capital offense in 
early national South Carolina.4 His master, James Anderson, explained to 
Wiley that he would be remanded to the state for trial and executed for his 
offense. Having outlined this grim schedule— that Wiley would be “tried 
for his life and hanged for his crime”— his owner then used a rope to tie the 
slave to a crossbeam in the attic for the night. Sometime before morning, 
Wiley used the rope to fashion a noose and hanged himself. Because the 
law protected Anderson’s investment in his slaves, he turned to the South 
Carolina legislature for reimbursement for his loss. The state would have 
presumably executed Wiley had he not hanged himself, and therefore, 
Anderson’s claim was successful. The local court valued Wiley at four hun-
dred dollars; his owner received the full amount as payment for his loss of 
human property.5

Wiley’s suicide occurred at the turn of the nineteenth century, but the 
legalities of suicide in slavery reached back over a century, originating with 
lawmakers’ efforts to establish control over and property rights in enslaved 
men and women. Colonial legislators revised English legal concepts of for-
feiture, compensation, and outlawry, fusing together the legalities of suicide, 
slavery, and criminal justice in an original and, on occasion for slavehold-
ers, remunerative way. These legal innovations helped to shape the cultural 
meanings and political understandings of enslaved people’s suicides in 
British North America. For one thing, they bifurcated the legalities of sui-
cide along the lines of race and freedom, and for another, they protected 
the property investments of owners by providing them, in certain instances, 
with state reimbursement for the deaths of their enslaved men and women. 
Equally important, a consideration of legalities also reveals both slaves’ 
understandings of their relationship to the law and the circumstances un-
der which they jumped into rivers, dashed their heads against rocks, took 
poison, and hanged themselves before the state or their owners had the 
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opportunity to execute them. When, like Wiley, slaves stood accused of capi-
tal crimes— for instance, murder, insurrection, theft, running away— they 
sometimes chose the power to die in order to steer clear of, as Wiley’s master 
put it, “belong[ing] to the state.”

The significance of these legalities lay in the way that they made visible 
competing concepts of property and personhood that were fundamental 
to slavery. on one hand, compensation claims for slaves who killed them-
selves offered starkly secular and commercial assessments of slaves as prop-
erty. From this viewpoint, suicide by slaves represented an economic loss for 
masters who sought through the legal system to recover the value of their 
investments. However slave owners might feel about this loss of their slaves, 
compensation schemes were designed to protect their proprietary interests.

on the other hand, however, suicide reflected the fundamental fact that 
the slave was a person under the law as well as in culture. Intentional sui-
cide was the act of a person, a perpetrator, an agent of a felony. Criminally 
culpable, slaves who killed themselves were understood to have mens rea or 
the mental state required for the commission of a crime.6 Moreover, even 
as owners sought to be reimbursed for their losses in property when slaves 
killed themselves, masters also wrestled with the ideas of slave personhood. 
Those who privately punished suicides through decapitation or dismem-
berment treated slaves as treasonous, fully human agents of rebellion who 
deserved, even after death, the worst spectacles of punishment.

As British American statute laws, local courts, and colonial and state leg-
islatures forged the legalities of enslaved people’s suicides, they revealed the 
tensions between legal concepts of slaves as chattel and as persons. Enslaved 
individuals’ acts of self- destruction illustrate their struggles against not 
only private plantation justice, but also state- sanctioned punitive violence. 
Perhaps most importantly, they provide insight into the meanings of suicide 
for slaves like Wiley who appear to have rejected the disciplinary power of 
the state and instead died by their own hands.

Suicide, as Blackstone wrote, was a “peculiar species of felony.” Like any 
felony under early modern English law, including that prevailing in early 
British North America, intentional self- destruction was punished in part 
through forfeiture, which gave the Crown or its representative the deceased’s 
personal property. Forfeiture was a legal punishment for suicide that had 
existed across Europe at least since the Middle Ages.7 The concept translated 
unevenly to the British colonies. In North America, Virginia, Maryland,  
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New Jersey, and the Carolinas practiced forfeiture; Massachusetts Bay and 
rhode Island fashioned their own statutes, although their penalties mir-
rored English practice; Pennsylvania rejected the idea that suicide was a 
crime and forbade forfeiture.8 In part, forfeiture was meant to deter as well 
as punish would- be suicides. Individuals contemplating self- destruction 
might be stymied if they considered the effects of the loss of property, if 
they were male heads of households, on their wives and children.9

Forfeiture did not apply to all suicides. Because the law recognized that 
not all acts of suicide were intentional, coroners’ juries issued verdicts of 
either felo de se, a felon of the self, or non compos mentis, not of sound mind. 
The former was a felony; the latter was not, because the victim lacked the 
criminal culpability of intentional harm.10 Juries thus held the power to 
palliate punishments for suicide.11 This difference mattered a great deal to 
families as well as to the Crown, which pressured local officials, including 
those in the colonies, for its share of forfeiture income. In seventeenth-  and 
early eighteenth- century Virginia, for example, the Board of Trade repeat-
edly asked the Governor’s Council as to the whereabouts of forfeiture 
monies, a portion of which they certainly expected to come from felo de 
se rulings.12 Local leaders responded to this pressure. In 1725, for instance, 
robert “King” Carter (1663– 1732) of Lancaster County, Virginia, sought to 
collect the personal estate of a man who had recently hanged himself. As 
the Crown’s representative, Carter was entitled to the property because, as 
he wrote to the colony’s attorney general, “a felo de se is the highest species 
of murder” and as a penalty for this offense, the property was due to him 
as the proprietor who held the grant.13 By statute, coroners could be penal-
ized— by having to pay the fines themselves— when they failed to report 
verdicts that would qualify for forfeitures.14

Forfeiture penalties also had a gendered dimension. When a husband 
and father killed himself, a  felo de se verdict potentially consigned his widow 
and children to poverty. Early modern historians argue that more men than 
women killed themselves, often by a ratio of two to one.15 Although sui-
cide statistics are unreliable, it is clear that the state had a greater interest 
in prosecuting the suicides of men, since, under coverture, a free married 
woman’s property belonged to her husband. Married women who killed 
themselves were unlikely to bring financial hardship to their families, as 
coverture vested their property in their husbands.

Suicide verdicts and forfeiture penalties were shaped by considerations of 
class as well. By the seventeenth- century, class deference played a significant 
role in separating the sound or intentional ( felo de se) from unsound or  
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unintentional (non compos mentis) suicides. In early modern England, for 
instance, the individual least likely to gain a verdict of felo de se was an elite 
male with a good reputation.16 Forfeiture declined on both sides of the 
eighteenth- century Anglo- Atlantic, as juries were increasingly reluctant to 
enforce confiscation penalties in cases of suicide. They selectively presumed 
insanity (non compos mentis) and increasingly pardoned an ever- extending 
range of individuals.17 religious and community punishments eased as well  
for many, but not all, of those who died by suicide.18 A number of currents 
combined to reshape the attitudes of local juries. Popular culture, particu-
larly in the form of the cheap press, carried stories of suicide and debated 
its legitimacy.19 Medical practitioners blamed suicide on mental illness over 
which individuals had little control. Philosophers, including statesman 
Thomas Jefferson, viewed suicide as a disease and defended it as an exten-
sion of natural rights; while tragic, he argued, self- destruction was an indi-
vidual entitlement over which the state had no jurisdiction.20 While none of 
these views went unchallenged, by the end of the eighteenth century, forfei-
ture was abandoned as suicide came to be seen more as a secular disease and 
a public dilemma to be managed and less as a religious sin and a crime to be 
punished.21 Particularly in northern states, humanitarian attitudes toward 
and medical explanations for suicide had emerged by the last quarter of the 
eighteenth century. Even as self- destruction was increasingly understood as 
a disease rather than condemned as diabolical, however, this transforma-
tion in attitudes occurred unevenly.22 In slave societies, elite whites in par-
ticular continued to view suicide as the worst of crimes. Free southerners 
continued to view suicide as an act that had no justification although they 
no longer, as they had in the seventeenth century, punished self- destroying 
free persons through profane burials.23

Glaring exceptions to these changes, however, can be seen in the re-
sponse to the suicides of the least advantaged people— indentured, unfree, 
and Native Americans— who were more likely to be judged felony sui-
cides.24 For instance, the suicides of felons and slaves continued to spark 
particularly virulent responses in local communities in both Europe and 
British America; through the very end of the eighteenth century, their bod-
ies were defiled, dismembered, desecrated, and displayed.25 Criminals who 
were deemed to be, as one was described, especially “hardened” in their 
“wickedness” and who killed themselves before they were executed were the 
focus of noteworthy community wrath. robbing the public of its spectacle 
of punishment was so egregious a violation that, in one English instance 
reported by the Gentleman’s Magazine in 1735, a Bristol mob exhumed the 
body of a suicide from its crossroads burial site. They subsequently “dragged 
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his guts about the highway, poked his eyes out, and broke almost all his 
bones.”26 Similarly, in Amsterdam between 1732 and 1795, nine of four-
teen accused felons who killed themselves were singled out for postmor-
tem punishments. Although these men had not confessed to the crimes for 
which they stood accused, their suicides were understood to be ex conscientia 
sceleris, a moral awareness of guilt. The last public display of such a sui-
cide’s corpse in the city occurred in 1792.27 During the same period, New 
Englanders responded violently to white murderers who killed themselves 
before the state could execute them. In one case the corpse of such a suicide 
was put on display and left to rot, but impatient and enraged townspeople 
kidnapped it, dragged it to a river, and threw it into a hole for summary 
burial.28 In effect, the mutilations and public displays of corpses took the  
place of the (expected) execution rites, since self- destruction was taken to 
be an implicit admission of guilt, especially if it happened before a trial had 
taken place. The community insisted on its ritual of punishment, and the felo-
nious suicides necessitated impromptu displays of postmortem desecration.

Spectacles of postmortem punishment continued across British North 
America for alleged felons, including enslaved ones, who killed themselves  
before the state could punish them. In slave societies, the responses to 
the suicides of enslaved people were often distinctly virulent and violent. 
owners continued to view enslaved people’s acts of self- destruction as 
forms of rebellion, and the public continued to demand spectacles of re-
tributive justice. Well into the nineteenth century, the state used spectacular 
punishments on the bodies of enslaved people, penalties that were also de-
signed to discourage other enslaved people from criminal, rebellious, and 
suicidal behavior. While across the eighteenth- century Anglo- Atlantic, the 
extension of mercy to suicides and secular explanations for self- destruction 
spread, the commercial imperatives of slavery forestalled the extension of 
such clemency or compassion to slave suicides. Planters may have extolled 
their paternalism, but when it came to slaves who died by suicide, the limits 
of slaveholders’ charitableness were all too clear. The treatment of suicidal 
slaves remained another way of reinforcing their racial and social differences 
from whites, a grisly means of marking their debasement into perpetuity.

Forfeiture would seem to have no relevance for enslaved people because 
they had no civil standing under the law; as property, they had nothing left 
to forfeit except their corpses.29 Sometimes even those were forfeit. Charles 
Ball described the treatment of Paul, a serial runaway who endured in-
creasingly cruel punishments, including the attachment of an iron collar— 
with bells— around his neck to discourage further escape. Nonetheless, 
he hanged himself in the wood. Although his master was apprised of his  
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suicide, Paul’s dead body was never taken down; turkey buzzards had de-
stroyed him beyond recognition, but the iron collar— its bells ringing, echo-
ing his self- inflicted death— still remained.30 When five slaves from Butler 
Island boarded a dugout against their overseer’s command and drowned 
in rough seas, he ordered that they should be buried like “dogs, for not one 
of them should have a coffin.” He further warned that if any other slaves 
drowned in violation of his orders, he would “sell the bodies to be cut to 
pieces by the doctors.’ ”31 Like these slaves, others who died through disobe-
dience, including suicide, were denied the privilege of regular burials.

Ironically, however, when slaves killed themselves, their status under the 
law altered dramatically. Above all else, suicide was the crime of a person; 
slaves who killed themselves were felons, persons under the law who were 
simultaneously defined as the property of slave owners. Across British North 
America, compensation provided a solution to this legal conundrum and 
reinforced the property side of the equation. Given particular conditions, 
slave suicide was a loss for which masters could and did collect compen-
sation. Thus, when alleged slave felons killed themselves, the state paid 
out by reimbursing masters for their losses in slave property. Yet the act 
of suicide itself, as well spectacles of postmortem punishment, viscerally 
acknowledged that the self- destructive slave was a person. Treating slave 
self- destruction both in legal terms of property and personhood, in effect, 
placed their suicides in a distinct legal category and distinguished them 
from the suicides of free persons.

When Wiley hanged himself in South Carolina in 1810, his master immedi-
ately petitioned the General Assembly of South Carolina for compensation. 
Like forfeiture, the idea that offenders should compensate victims of certain, 
usually violent, crimes had a long history in English law. In British North 
America, however, legal compensation was modified to encompass slavery. 
It placed a monetary value on executed slaves, including those who had died 
by suicide, and identified their owners as injured parties who could collect 
monetary damages.32

By the early nineteenth century, seeking reimbursement was a fairly rou-
tine act for southern masters, but compensation for suicide was neither as-
sured nor automatic. Slave suicides had to meet specific criteria in order for 
their owners to qualify for compensation. In 1800, for instance, William 
Wilson petitioned the General Assembly of Virginia for the value of his 
slave, Jacob, an alleged participant in Gabriel Prosser’s rebellion. The peti-
tion noted that Jacob, Wilson’s “only slave,” was a “valuable waterman and 
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always supposed to be (until the late insurrection of the slaves) an hon-
est inoffensive negro.” After Jacob was implicated in the conspiracy, appre-
hended by patrollers, and confined to the hold of a vessel, he fatally stabbed 
himself. “Thus,” Wilson pleaded, he was “deprived of his chief support in 
maintaining a large family.” Because proof of Jacob’s conspiratorial activi-
ties “would have been addressed against him had he been brought to trial” 
and his master had “little doubt” that Jacob would have “suffered as a con-
spirator,” Wilson asked the court for compensation.33

Compensation for slave deaths, especially those by suicide, depended on 
the status of the slave as an outlaw. Masters had to demonstrate to often par-
simonious and budget- conscious legislators that the slaves for whom they 
sought reimbursement were legally outlawed. For instance, Virginia’s legis-
lators denied Jacob’s master’s petition for compensation, perhaps because 
the slave had not been formally charged, but nonetheless Jacob’s captor 
received just over twenty- nine pounds for his efforts in retrieving the alleged 
rebel. Wiley and Jacob revealed their familiarity with the criminal justice 
system as well: both knew they faced certain execution by the state. Wiley’s 
owner assured him of this case. Jacob also probably knew that his fate was 
sealed: twenty- six enslaved men were convicted of conspiring in Gabriel 
Prosser’s rebellion; all had been hanged in September and october of 1800, 
well before Jacob was apprehended by patrollers.34 Facing imminent death, 
both men denied the state its prerogative when they died by suicide.

Traditionally, to be an outlaw was to exist outside of the law’s protec-
tion and meant that one had no enforceable legal rights. As a common law 
category with a history that stretched back well into antiquity, the concept 
of the outlaw originally was an accepted and often used legal mechanism 
in England and its colonies.35 The Latin civiliter mortuus, civil death, cap-
tures the essential meaning of outlawry. English jurist Sir William Blackstone 
wrote that in ancient times, an outlawed felon existed in a state of caput lupi-
num, that is, as one who might be “knocked on the head like a wolf by any 
one that should meet him,” because, “having renounced all law, he was to be 
dealt with as in a state of nature, when every one that should find him might 
slay him.”36 The eminent legal scholar, writing in the eighteenth century, 
noted that this ancient “inhumanity” no longer applied because outlaws 
faced justice rather than summary execution.37 In his assessment, however, 
Blackstone failed to consider how the status of outlaw operated for enslaved 
people who routinely faced the “ancient inhumanity” in British America.

Across the Anglo- American colonies, lawmakers altered the legal cate-
gory of the outlaw in order to fit the goals of a growing slave society. Their 
actions reflect the ways in which the legalities of slavery and criminal justice 
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were powerfully intertwined, particularly but not exclusively in the south-
ern colonies.38 In English criminal law, the category of the outlaw referred 
to serial absconding or flight after the alleged commission of a felony. In 
contrast, North American legislators modified the concept in an attempt to 
control a large and unfree labor force. To be an outlawed or outlying slave 
was to lose the public protection of the state and the private protection 
of masters, both of which were already slim and dubious. And these legal 
codes were modified, making it possible for any free person to kill an out-
lawed slave, and, what is more, often compensating the agent of the slave’s  
death.

By the very beginning of the eighteenth century, colonial statutes defined 
the terms under which slaves could be declared legal outlaws. North Ameri-
can colonies modeled their laws on the slave code of Barbados: Virginia 
enacted outlaw statutes for slaves in 1691 and 1705, South Carolina did so 
in 1712, and North Carolina followed suit in 1715.39 The terms of  Virginia’s 
statute declared slaves to be outlaws for a variety of offenses, but particularly 
for “unlawfully absent[ing] themselves from their masters and mistresses 
service” and by lying, hiding, and lurking in “obscure places, killing hogs 
and committing other injuries to the inhabitants of this dominion.”40

The traditional penalties for outlaws— for instance, stripping them of 
property or legal rights— had no bearing on enslaved persons, of course; 
slaves were instead punished through their bodies.41 For slaves, maiming, 
dismembering, whipping, and confinement took the place of the depriva-
tion of rights that free outlaws endured. In effect, for enslaved people, co-
lonial British American law revived the “ancient inhumanity” referenced 
by Blackstone: any enslaved outlaw in fact might be “knocked on the head 
like a wolf” by any free individual. Initially, legislation in Virginia stipulated 
that if outlawed slaves resisted recapture, the law empowered the “person 
or persons” capturing the outlaws to kill them. By 1705, however, slave law 
in the old Dominion went even further, authorizing “any person or person 
whatsoever” to “kill or destroy” outlawed slaves “by such ways and means 
as he, she, or they shall think fit.”42 The gender specificity of this statement 
(“he, she, or they”) is truly remarkable for an era in which legal personhood 
and the terms of statutes were typically described in masculine pronouns.43 
These statutes conferred on all whites— men and women, rich and poor, 
slave owners and wage laborers— the power to use violent means to compel 
outlawed (or presumed to be outlawed) slaves to submission. All whites 
could, at their own discretion and by whatever means they chose, appre-
hend and kill outlawed slaves. What is more, the legislature paid them for so 
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doing. Those who fatally wounded outlawed slaves at the point of recapture 
or while in custody— where they could be subjected to any punishment the 
patrollers or local justices deemed fitting— faced no penalty.44

To assist in recapture efforts, the names of outlying (outlaw) slaves and 
the penalties they faced were publicly announced. The intent was to em-
power all whites in specific recovery efforts, although the system also alerted 
enslaved people of their status as outlaws. In Virginia, sheriffs proclaimed 
the details of the 1705 statute and posted the names of outlying slaves on the 
door of every church and chapel in every county immediately after Sabbath 
services. After these public proclamations, slaves who did not return to their 
masters were officially outlawed and legally defined as felons.45 To be an 
outlawed slave brought a heightened and ubiquitous vulnerability. For the 
state, outlawry was a valuable legal mechanism for disciplining, terrorizing, 
and apprehending escaped slaves and for giving all free white persons the 
power of life and death over their enslaved counterparts.

These statutes provided the identical mechanism for compensating own-
ers whose outlawed slaves died by suicide as it did for masters whose slaves 
were executed for capital felonies. In Virginia, the same statute that defined 
the slave outlaw simultaneously authorized compensation.46 The earliest 
legislation gave masters four thousand pounds of tobacco for each lost 
slave; by 1705, each slave had to be valued by the court of public claims.47 
North Carolina lawmakers made similar provisions.48 Compensation ap-
plied regardless of how enslaved felons or outlaws died. If the state hanged 
or burned a slave felon, if patrollers killed an enslaved outlaw, or, more to 
the point here, if alleged slave felons or outlaws killed themselves, masters 
were compensated for the value of their lost slaves.49 The system aimed for 
nothing less than to control the movement of enslaved individuals, provide 
incentives for every free white to apprehend slave outlaws, and secure the 
financial interests of masters in their slave property.

Compensation also helped to consolidate the supremacy of the wealthi-
est slave owners, often at the expense of all subjects. In North Carolina, 
for instance, the funds for policing outlying slaves and the cost of reim-
bursing their masters were provided by provincial taxes. That meant that 
all taxpayers— those who owned many slaves, those who owned few or no 
slaves, former slaves, and free black men and women— paid the costs of 
apprehending outlawed slaves and compensating their owners.50 unsur-
prisingly, the wealthiest slave owners appear to have held all the cards. In  
some parts of North Carolina, for example, the wealthiest slave owners col-
lected 100 percent of all compensation monies awarded, but whether this 
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was typical of other jurisdictions is uncertain.51 Smaller planters seem to 
have been less likely to have the resources to legally prove their slaves to be 
outlaws. When he sat as legislator in 1755, Virginian Landon Carter noted 
in his diary that William Southall sought compensation for a slave who 
reportedly had “hanged himself after he burnt his master’s tobacco house.” 
Some of the assembly had supported the claim, but it was ultimately re-
jected when Burgess George Wythe persuaded the committee that it was not 
“within the letter nor the meaning of the law relating thereunto,” which 
meant that the slave had not been formally outlawed.52 The petitioner com-
plained that his slave “set fire to his barn and with it consumed all his to-
bacco, corn, wheat, and oats, and other goods, and then hanged himself” 
and pleaded that he had a large family of small children and was “utterly 
ruined” by the loss of the slave and the rest of his property. Still, the peti-
tion was declined because Southall had no opportunity to outlaw his slave 
between the alleged commission of the crime and his suicide.53 Legislators 
rejected similar petitions from other planters as well. other masters who 
sought compensation for the deaths of their non- outlawed slaves were typi-
cally unsuccessful. When Peter richeson’s seven slaves ran away together, for 
instance, and were “shortly thereafter found dead” in the Mattapony river, 
his claim was disallowed.54

Without overseers, planters who owned few slaves had little opportu-
nity to formally declare them outlaws. In contrast, Wiley’s master, James 
Anderson publically established awareness of  Wiley’s crime a full day before 
he was found dead. In fact, although Anderson had been counseled by some 
neighbors to take Wiley “out of the way of the law,” he refused, claiming 
that he did not want to conceal the slave’s crime. Conceivably, his inter-
ests were also financial: running Wiley “out of the way of the law” would 
not garner any compensation, while submitting him to the criminal justice 
system would almost certainly do so.55 outlawry and compensation were 
mechanisms, then, not only for controlling slaves, but also for subsidizing 
the losses and consolidating the power of the elite planter class.

Compensation schemes challenged long- standing European under-
standings of suicide and reinforced modern notions of property rights. 
Traditionally, forfeiture punished the families of suicides by seizing the per-
sonal estate of the victim. Yet successful petitions for compensation for slave  
suicide meant that the colonial government remunerated slave owners, 
rather than demanded property from the families of suicides. What the 
Crown made of this legislative innovation is unclear, since it stood to lose 
revenue. Yet because slaves were defined as property, southern lawmakers  
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and slave owners anchored themselves to compensation that made slave sui-
cide, like slave felonies, an act to be punished as well as a proposition of 
financial value.

When slaves killed themselves before the justice system executed them, 
then, intentionally or not, they avowed their personhood before their own-
ers and the state. Although suicide was an awful alternative, such enslaved 
individuals were understood to have rejected the power of the law to make 
living spectacles of their bodies and their deaths. Instead, in the act of tak-
ing their own lives, they shaped the meaning of death on their own terms. 
The circumstances that surrounded their acts of self- destruction allow 
us to more closely consider their motivations. While the petitions to the 
eighteenth- century Virginia House of Burgesses and other legislative bod-
ies reflect the specific goals of slave owners seeking compensation, those 
brief documents also offer clues to the conditions that fostered suicide by 
enslaved people and illustrate the circumstances that precipitated their acts 
of self- destruction.

An account of a runaway named Dick in 1754, for instance, illustrates 
how the prospect of recapture and execution may have influenced slaves’ 
decisions to kill themselves. Dick was accused of various unspecified crimes: 
he ran away, was captured, stood trial, and was sentenced in a summary 
slave court; the justices ordered that one of his ears be severed. About ten 
days later, Dick absconded again and was duly outlawed. Faced again with 
recapture, he vigorously resisted, but a patroller eventually wrestled Dick to 
the ground, stunned him with a blow, tied him to a horse’s tail, and dragged 
him to a nearby farm.56 The symbolism of dragging projected criminality: 
being dragged behind a horse was the typical means of getting felons to the 
gallows in early North America as well as in much of Europe.57

By the time patroller and slave arrived at the farmstead, however, Dick 
was dead. A coroner’s jury was soon assembled and examined the corpse, a 
routine matter in any suspicious death, although less routine for the suspi-
cious deaths of slaves. Puzzled when they found no bruises or marks that 
would account for Dick’s demise, they asked the patroller for an explanation. 
He swore under oath that he “saw [Dick] take something out of his pocket 
and swallow it, and that he was soon after taken with a vomiting.” While 
the coroner’s jury did not initially “take much notice” of the patroller’s tes-
timony, one of them later recited the evidence to support the owner’s peti-
tion. Given the circumstances and the fact that Dick “was in due form of law  
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outlawed” by his master, he received £40 as a compensation for his loss. It 
is likely that the patroller was paid as well.58

The patroller’s testimony, however imperfect, offers a possible glimpse 
into Dick’s state of mind. The patroller claimed that Dick, like Wiley, killed 
himself before the state had a chance to carry out its own execution. The 
patroller swore, for instance, that Dick refused recapture, “saying he was 
outlawed, and if he was carried to prison he should certainly be hanged.”59 
other enslaved men and women echoed these sentiments. In 1755 the 
enslaved Jasper “dashed his brains out against a rock” to “avoid hanging, 
which he often said he expected if he was brought back into [Virginia].”60 
“Fear of the gallows” was a common Anglo- American explanation for the 
suicides of felons, and the Virginia Gazette as well as other colonial newspa-
pers carried reports of English, Native Americans, and enslaved people who 
killed themselves before facing trial or execution.61 Perhaps the patroller 
simply voiced an explanation for suicide that was familiar in his cultural 
repertoire.

owners’ petitions for compensation in eighteenth- century Virginia ac-
count only for the suicides of those slaves, like Dick, who were outlawed 
or charged with felonies. Many more suicides of enslaved men and women 
existed outside of these specific categories; some slaves were not formally 
charged with felonies or explicitly outlawed, and most slaves did not com-
mit capital crimes. Still, according to the petitions, fully 40 percent of slave 
outlaws and felons died by suicide before the state could execute them. If we 
add petitions that indicate but do not explicitly mention suicide— those that 
describe slaves as having been “found dead shortly” after absconding— the 
figure rises to 53 percent.62 While no evidence of self- murder was apparent 
in these cases, slaves may have ended their lives through means not compre-
hended by patrollers. Still other slaves did not directly take their own lives 
but engaged in behavior that was life- threatening or likely to result in their 
deaths; in the context of slavery, these actions might be termed suicidal, and 
these deaths suicide- like.63 one enslaved man aimed a gun at his pursu-
ers and another broke jail; both were fatally shot. Another man was killed 
when his pursuer was “obliged to give him several blows.”64 other enslaved 
people burned to death; seven of these were described as deliberately set-
ting fire to their jails and were possibly deliberate suicides. Although self- 
immolation was rare, in 1773 the Virginia Gazette reported that an enslaved 
man killed himself by setting fire to a building and walking inside to burn 
with it.65 The majority of petitions named enslaved men as suicides; men ac-
counted for 72 percent of certain suicides, women accounted for 14 percent, 
a probable reflection of sex ratios in Virginia.66
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The prospect of execution by the state, and perhaps torture in jails, likely 
influenced the suicides of enslaved people. For about a third of slaves de-
scribed in the petitions, suicide occurred after the alleged commission of 
interpersonal and homicidal violence.67 Typical cases included an enslaved 
man who had allegedly murdered his owner and then “destroyed himself,” 
and the enslaved Sacco, who stood accused of murdering his overseer and, 
in response, ran away and hanged himself.68 other suicides appear to be 
the culminating acts of violent outbursts in which self- destruction followed 
on the heels of homicide, robbery, and arson— actions that may have been 
preludes to concerted rebellion. In 1736, for instance, a slave woman broke 
into her master’s house, wounded his son, burnt his tobacco house, killed 
three other slaves, her own children, and then drowned herself. Similarly, in 
1774, a slave named Juda murdered her son, set fire to the dwelling house, 
and rushed inside.69

When slaves destroyed themselves after allegedly injuring or killing 
other slaves, the accused may have acted in accord with African legal codes. 
Igbo legal concepts, for instance, called on murderers to hang themselves.  
Sally E. Hadden has recently argued that scholars ought to consider the eth-
nic African origins of slaves’ legal perceptions and respect the “underlying 
principles that guided legal relations, conceptions about guilt and innocence, 
and presumptions about human nature.”70 Following this line of thinking, 
if Igbo imports predominated in early Virginia, what approaches might they 
have brought to the law, and how might these have shaped their responses 
to suicide? The Igbo understood law to be both divine and man- made, and  

Causes of slave death in eighteenth- century Virginia, House of Burgesses Petitions

Cause of death Males Females unknown Total

Suicide 31 6 6 43
Found dead 10 2 2 14
Died in jail* 23 2 4 29

By fire 11 1 0 12
By frostbite 8 0 1 9
unknown 4 1 3 8

Killed 10 1 7 18
Accident 1 1 0 2
Totals 75 12 19 106

*The category “died in jail” is subdivided by specific cause of death, and because the numbers in 
those subdivisions are already captured in the “died in jail” category, they are not used in calculating 
column totals.
Source: H. r. McIllwaine, Journals of the House of Burgesses, 1712– 26, 1727– 40, 1742– 49, 1752– 58, 
1758– 61, 1761– 65, 1766– 69, 1773– 76 (richmond, VA: Colonial Press, E. Waddley Co., 1905– 1915)
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the greatest penalties were reserved for severe breaches of the former, such 
as murder. According to Hadden, Igbo murderers were not even put on trial, 
since earthly courts had no jurisdiction over such crimes. rather, for violat-
ing divine law, the community expected the accused to hang themselves.71 
This may help explain why slaves in Virginia destroyed themselves after al-
legedly killing other people. At the same time, compensation claims indi-
cate that, upon death, the ethnicity of slaves had ceased to matter to slave 
owners. runaway ads might distinguish among Igbo, Angolan, and French- 
born slaves, but masters’ claims of compensation made no notice of the 
African origins of their slaves.72

Those enslaved women and men accused of violence against others may 
have faced reprisals not only from masters but also from the slave commu-
nity. African rivalries may have followed some slaves to the New World, and, 
despite the bonds forged between diverse groups of newly arrived slaves, 
conditions on plantations may have exacerbated interpersonal tensions 
among them. Domestic discord among the slaves on Thomas Thistlewood’s 
Jamaican plantation, for instance, accounted for violent disputes among 
slaves. In at least one instance, Moll drowned herself after violently beating 
another enslaved woman.73 When it came to violence against whites, slaves 
expected swift and certain punishment. In cases of homicide and interper-
sonal violence, the prospect of death and probable dismemberment at the 
hands of the local justice system may have spurred slaves to kill themselves. 
According to Philip Schwarz, between 1706 and 1739, slaves convicted of 
killing, wounding, or attacking other slaves were likely, but not certain, to 
hang for their crimes; but when their alleged victims were whites, they faced 
certain hanging, as well as burning or dismemberment.74 For instance, in 
1727, the Virginia Gazette reported that an enslaved woman who confessed 
to killing her mistress received “the sentence of death, and is since burnt.”75

Surprisingly, perhaps, the petitions suggest that the greater percentage 
of enslaved men and women who died by suicide did not stand accused 
of crimes against persons. Yet serial absconding and property crimes were 
capital felonies in this era, and slaves who committed these crimes killed 
themselves to avoid being captured and likely executed. Two slaves accused 
of arson were burned at the stake in Virginia. one enslaved man who was 
noted only to be a “notorious villain” was sentenced to death.76 other 
slaves had escaped their plantations and killed themselves before being re-
captured. one petition noted that an unnamed runaway slave “to prevent 
being taken, leaped from on board a ship in the river and drowned him-
self.”77 Another woman ran away; patrollers found and tied her, but she 
somehow escaped and similarly drowned herself.78 Sometimes slaves killed 
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themselves on a first escape attempt or without being formally outlawed, as 
in the case of a woman who “was endeavoring to make her escape by water, 
in a canoe; and being closely pursued, threw herself into the water, to avoid 
being taken and was drowned.”79

Even if enslaved people did not face certain execution, there was much 
to fear. Penalties could include whipping, beating, confinement, and dis-
memberment— nose slitting and ear cutting, the loss of toes or feet, or cas-
tration. one enslaved Virginia man was jailed for hog stealing and cut his 
throat, but a surgeon repaired the injury. It is not clear whether he was sub-
sequently executed; perhaps the state paid to revive him, only to later hang 
him.80 A consciousness of such reprisals might have spurred slaves to take 
their own lives.

In the context of the legal system, such suicides sent a political message 
to all southerners, slave and free, rich and poor, male and female. These sui-
cides deliberately or unintentionally denied the state its ritual of retribution 
and robbed it of an opportunity to exemplify its authority through spec-
tacles of execution.81 Executions and punishments in eighteenth- century 
America were public; whites sought to “impress upon the blacks in atten-
dance the folly of violence against whites” and made sure their bondpeople 
attended these spectacles.82 In the quarter century preceding the revolution, 
slaves faced extraordinary punishments, even by eighteenth- century stan-
dards. Some slaves were burnt alive, others drawn and quartered, gibbeted, 
and dismembered (losing hands or testicles) before hanging. After death, 
the state further mutilated alleged slave felons, often displaying their de-
capitated heads.83 In eighteenth- century Georgia, for instance, many capital 
sentences decreed that after a slave had been hanged until “Dead, Dead, 
Dead,” her or his head was to be cut off and set upon a pole “erected at, or 
close to, the scene of the crime.”84 As Kirsten Fischer has observed, “one gets 
the impression that in the 1760s, especially, the public display of mutilated 
and rotting corpses had become a rather common sight” in much of the up-
per South and the Caribbean.85 of course there was a racialized dimension 
to postmortem punishments. In the last two decades of the eighteenth cen-
tury, Virginia courts ordered the display of the decapitated heads or bodies 
of enslaved blacks on at least twenty- six occasions. No evidence exists that 
white corpses were ever mutilated in these ways.86

If the prospect of execution made suicide seem like an acceptable alter-
native for enslaved men and women, even the punishments faced by those 
accused of noncapital crimes were chillingly grisly. As awful as it was, sui-
cide was an alternative to the prospect of ear slitting, castration, or the loss 
of a foot, punishments that were not meant to produce immediate death.87 
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Confinement to jail carried similar risks; as a consequence of frostbite, 
slaves lost limbs and died from exposure to the cold.88 Even slaves like Dick, 
who were already familiar with the pain and disfiguration of mutilation or 
suffered from ongoing infection, might have contemplated the possibility 
of suicide out of desperation even when they were not condemned to die.

Slaves also had much to fear in the form of physical violence from pa-
trollers who apprehended them and jailors who kept them confined; al-
though a dreadful alternative, suicide conceivably provided an escape from 
potential reprisals. Slaves knew that they could be shot, raped, beaten, 
whipped, or tortured by the patrollers; incarceration was equally dangerous 
and made slaves vulnerable to extralegal violence. In some cases, the lan-
guage of petitions indicates that incarcerated men and women consciously 
took life- threatening risks by starting fires to facilitate escape attempts. For 
instance, in 1738, a slave imprisoned on suspicion of felony reportedly “set 
fire to the prison and was burnt to death,” and in 1775, the enslaved Lemon 
“set fire to the gaol of [Prince George] County, to which he was committed, 
with two others, in order to make his escape and perished in the flames.”89 
Some fires were clearly accidental, others were the work of vigilantes, and 
still other petitions simply note that the prison was “set” on fire.90 Some of 
these were acts of murder, some were probably accidents, and others were 
attempts at suicide. The story of the enslaved Hampshire, recounted on the 

4.1. The gibbeting and display of the bodies of rebellious slaves. Slaves who killed  
themselves were similarly gibbeted and their corpses displayed to warn others away from  

acts of self- destruction. Source: “Sketch of Street Scene Depicting Two Negroes Killed  
by Soldiers and Exposed out on the gallows,” undated. Du Simitiere Papers 

relating to the West Indies 1748–1773,” Box 4, 968.F.19H. This item is 
reproduced by permission of  The Library Company of Philadelphia.
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first page of the 23 De cember 1773 Virginia Gazette, for instance, reported 
that he killed himself the first night of his confinement by setting fire to the 
jail and walking into the flaming structure.91

In the end, however, while suicide by enslaved people deprived the pub-
lic of its spectacle of execution, nothing prevented owners of slaves from ex-
ercising their private powers of plantation justice. Across the slave societies 
of British America and the united States, owners punished enslaved suicides 
with postmortem indignities. In mid- eighteenth- century South Carolina, 
Caesar’s master ordered him to decapitate a slave who killed himself; in 
antebellum Georgia, an owner ordered the body of a slave suicide to be left 
in the slack tide to rot.92 In 1837, Charles Ball declared that suicide among 
slaves was “regarded as a matter of dangerous example, and one which it 
is the business and the interest of all proprietors to discountenance and 
prevent.” Slave suicides were “always branded in reputation after death, as 
the worst of criminals; and their bodies are not allowed the small portion 
of Christian rites which are awarded to the corpses of other slaves.” And 
yet, he continued, “if any thing can justify a man in taking his life into his 
own hands, and terminating his existence, no one can attach blame to the 
slaves on many of the cotton plantations of the south, when they cut short 
their breath, and the agonies of the present being, by a single stroke.”93 Still, 
regardless of what occurred to their bodies after death, slaves who killed 
themselves— regardless of what they intended— were often understood to 
have willfully exhibited their own politics of death, a politics that contra-
dicted the aims of slave owners as well as those of the state. In the narrow 
range of choices available to the enslaved, the alternative of suicide when 
faced with state- sanctioned violence, for better or worse, perhaps most fully 
measured the meaning of the power to die.

As Wiley’s story illustrates, lawmakers in the eighteenth- century and early 
nineteenth- century upper South reconfigured traditional legal categories 
and created a unique hybridized system of criminal justice to fit the needs of 
slave societies. This legal system served the financial interests of slave owners 
and bolstered the commercial institution of slavery. Along with compensa-
tion, the category of the slave outlaw created a legal regime of private and 
public violence that attempted to control the rising numbers of Africans 
imported to the upper South in the early to mid- eighteenth century. Yet by 
choosing the awful alternative of suicide, enslaved men and women, like 
Wiley, rejected the private supremacy of their masters and the public author-
ity of the state.
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The power of the criminal justice system, however, was not absolute 
or unchanging. In theory, in some southern jurisdictions, enslaved peo-
ple, even when they were felons or outlaws, fell within the compass of the 
King’s Peace. Colonial British American legislators enacted both specific 
and general provisions to restrain violence against slaves. Some laws even 
limited masters’ abilities to obtain compensation, and stipulated that own-
ers’ claims would be disallowed if they had poorly provisioned, clothed, or 
housed slaves or subjected them to undue cruelty.94 In 1740, South Carolina 
legislators agreed to fine owners for failing to provide sufficient food and 
clothing to their slaves. In 1753, North Carolina went further, stipulating 
that masters seeking compensation had to provide evidence that their slaves 
had been “sufficiently clothed” and fed for the preceding year. The colony 
threatened masters with damages if they failed to sufficiently provision their 
slaves and, as a consequence, they were forced to steal corn, cattle, hogs, or 
other goods in order to survive.95 Despite the limited will and capacity to en-
force these statutes, these laws forged a connection between owners’ cruelty 
and alleged slave crimes, including the crime of suicide.96

The legalities of slave suicide also reflected tensions in existing concepts 
of slaves as persons and property under the law. When they stood accused of 
criminal acts, including suicide, slaves were assumed to possess mens rea, in-
tentionality or the mental state required to have committed a crime. When 
they killed themselves before the state could punish or execute them, their 
acts were construed as conscious rejections of the state’s power, dangerous 
examples for other slaves. The mixed character of enslaved people under the  
law, as Jeannine DeLombard argues, “located their personhood in their 
punishable acts.”97 In legal terms, slave suicide was not just willful or in-
tentional, it was, ironically, a powerful claim to personhood. At the same 
time, the system of compensating masters for their suicidal slaves under-
scored the idea that slaves existed as property. As enslaved people’s acts of 
self- destruction came under the purview of the criminal justice system, they 
exposed the legal contradictions of slavery. over the course of the eigh-
teenth century, the intertwined systems of plantation and criminal justice, 
the legal tensions in slaves as persons and property, and the choices of self- 
destruction by slaves may have laid the groundwork for the emerging criti-
cisms of the institution of slavery itself. By the 1770s, the contradictions of 
slave suicide in law and, as we shall see next, in print were becoming all too 
visible to be ignored.
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This Gentleman among his Negroes had a young Woman, who was look’d upon 

as a most extraordinary Beauty by those of her own Complexion. He had at the 

same time two young Fellows who were likewise Negroes and Slaves, remarkable 

for the Comeliness of their Persons, and for the Friendship which they bore to one  

another. It unfortunately happened that both of them fell in Love with the Female 

Negro abovementioned, who would have been very glad to have taken either  

of them for her Husband, provided they could agree between themselves which 

should be the Man. . . .

After a long Struggle between Love and Friendship, Truth and Jealousy, they one 

Day took a Walk together into a Wood, carrying their Mistress along with them: 

Where, after abundance of Lamentations, they stabbed her to the Heart, of which 

she immediately died. A slave who was at his Work . . . discovered the Woman ly-

ing dead upon the Ground, with the two Negroes on each side of her, kissing the 

dead Corps, weeping over it, and beating their Breasts in the utmost Agonies of 

Grief and Despair. He immediately ran to the English family . . . who upon coming  

to the Place saw the Woman dead, and the two Negroes expiring by her with 

Wounds they had given themselves.

—Joseph Addison, The Spectator, 17111

F I v e

The Paradoxes of Suicide 
and Slavery in Print

As the contradictions exposed by slave self- destruction surfaced in British 
North America, themes of suicide also emerged in the novels, periodicals, 
and plays that circulated across the eighteenth- century Anglo- Atlantic.2 
Joseph Addison’s Cato: A Tragedy (1713), for instance, enjoyed wide appeal 
among British and American audiences, particularly among those men, like 
gentry slaveholder William Byrd II, who viewed honor as a cardinal virtue 
of elite manhood. As a theater enthusiast, Byrd would have seen Cato staged, 



perhaps during a trip to London or at a Williamsburg production in 1736.3 
The play culminates with the suicide of the main character and applauds 
the stoic virtue of choosing death rather than accepting the dishonor of 
tyranny.4 Such themes of liberty or death would later lend themselves to the 
rhetoric of revolution as well as that of antislavery activism.

Suicide was also a subject of less imaginative writing in the eighteenth 
century.5 Among other notable works, The English Malady (1733), by George 
Cheyne, was especially popular across the Anglo- Atlantic; American plant-
ers purchased and perused these studies and sometimes knew their authors. 
Byrd, for instance, owned titles by Cheyne, and they shared membership in 
the Royal Society; the two men frequented the same London coffeehouses.6 
In the kind of reading materials that appealed to British American slave-
holders like Byrd, suicide was “debated, anatomized, castigated, celebrated 
and even satirized in writings from every press across Britain and its colo-
nies.”7 Byrd himself collected bits of suicide humor in his commonplace 
book, most of which lampooned husbands driven to suicide by unhappy 
marriages or brabbling wives.8 As self- styled cosmopolitans, avid readers, 
and book collectors eager to keep up with London currents, planters across 
British America would have come across suicide as a kind of leitmotif in a 
range of early print materials as well as on the stage.

Accounts of self- destructive slaves were part of the flourishing theme of 
suicide in early eighteenth- century Anglo- American print and theater. These 
depictions, often set in British American colonies and based on allegedly 
true events, conveyed a distinct politics of suicide in slavery and explored its 
paradoxes. Stories of slave suicide appeared in the venues aimed at middle-  
to upper- class readers and theatergoers, a group that included merchants, 
investors, and absentee owners with interests in slavery. Moreover, these 
were literary fusions: not exactly fact or fiction, but fiction putatively based 
on fact. They did not debate suicide, provide fodder for humorous anec-
dotes, or outwardly condemn slavery, but instead, these stories explored the 
implications of colonial slavery. In particular, they considered the charac-
teristics of slaves— rank, passion, beauty, and temperament were prominent 
themes— and assessed the nature of colonial slavery. Tales of slave suicide 
were a means for scrutinizing the imperial politics of slavery from the safe 
distance of print.9 variously focused on the slave trade, the temperament 
of Africans, and the nature of english authority, accounts of slave suicide 
probed the ramifications of slavery in British American plantations.

Stories of slave self- destruction in pre- Revolutionary Anglo- America 
appeared in periodicals, in novels, on the stage, and in the earliest mem-
oirs of enslaved Africans, conveying a range of competing cultural and 
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political meanings. For instance, suicide in print and plays underscored and 
confirmed assessments of the loyalty, honor, and virtue of slaves on one 
hand, and their passionate and savage nature on the other. One of the more 
striking features of these materials is the way in which suicide by enslaved 
men and women differed along the lines of gender. Pre- Revolutionary pre-
abolitionist eighteenth- century Anglo- Atlantic literature and drama also fea-
tured stories of suicide as a way of probing the meaning of slave resistance 
and exploring the ramifications of the trade in slaves. Yet if stories of slave 
suicide momentarily tested structures of white dominance and planter au-
thority or offered mild condemnations of dishonest traders or unjust gover-
nors, in the end they typically justified slavery. Print and dramatic accounts 
of slave self- destruction did not explicitly debate the morality of suicide. 
Instead, these stories of suicide surveyed the nature of slave character, the 
ramifications of imperial expansion, and the violence endemic to england’s 
colonization of America.

The story of slave suicide quoted above, titled “A Kind of  Wild Tragedy,” 
exemplifies these themes. The tale is reportedly based on events in the 
Leeward Islands in the 1690s.10 In its full version, the account depicts the 
enslaved male friends as possessing both admirable virtues and inexplicable 
passions and offers a reflection upon the character of all slaves. The report 
portrays the men as noble and loyal, while the woman is epitomized as 
obedient and compliant. Owners and slaves are nameless in this anecdote, 
a detail that is meant to emphasize the anonymity and universality of the 
players’ natures. That the male subjects are so exceedingly loyal to one an-
other but turn suddenly violent exposes the fineness of their character and 
the depth of their savagery. Their inability to regulate their passions is evi-
dence of their barbarism and an implicit justification for their enslavement. 
Moreover, the violence in the scene has nothing to do with the institution 
or commerce of slavery; it is linked only to the fervent and fierce tempera-
ment of the enslaved. Here, as in accounts of suicide in the Atlantic trade, 
during seasoning, on American plantations, and in law, slave suicide is dis-
articulated from the processes of enslavement or the institution of slavery. 
Instead, unrestrained passion measures the differences between the cultural 
categories of civilization and barbarism.11

While “A Kind of Wild Tragedy” explored the nature of slave character, 
other stories of slave suicide examined slaves’ resistance to authority. Some 
of the most celebrated and enduring works of the late seventeenth and early  
eighteenth centuries, like Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko (1688) and Thomas South-
erne’s stage adaptation of the novel, take on this theme in earnest. Both pre-
sented readers and theatergoers across the Anglo- Atlantic with depictions of 
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suicide as the virtuous and admirable choice of enslaved people who suf-
fered injustices engineered by tyrannical colonial governors and duplicitous 
traders. Ballads, novels, essays, and plays explored the idea of the enslaved 
people’s momentary resistance to authority; in the end, however, the resist-
ing slave dies at his own hands— and it is almost always a “he”— confirming 
ideas about white dominance, the rightness of slavery, and the superiority 
of the Anglo- American audience.12 That the protagonists in these stories are 
largely male reflects the importance of a patriarchal structure in slavery; only 
men are figured strong enough to take their own lives. Imaginative literature 
could momentarily give expression to slave mistreatment and discontent, 
but at the same time it also quickly foreclosed challenges to the institution 
through the suicide of the protagonist. Print assured readers that, even when 
slaves contemplated suicide or killed themselves, such acts had little to do 
with slavery as an institution, although certainly some of its representatives 
were blamed. Still, by exploring injustices done to enslaved people, cultural 
products in print and on the stage exposed the contradictions of slavery 
before Anglo- American audiences. These representations fostered the idea 
that self- destruction was a regrettable act driven by uncontrolled passions, a 
“wild tragedy,” for which thinking persons might feel empathy.

In pre- Revolutionary Anglo- America, stories of suicide encompassed 
slave resistance to authority, extolled the loyalty and virtues of slave manli-
ness, and explored the exoticism and passionate violence that was linked 
to blackness. Yet even as the politics of these depictions assured Anglo- 
Americans of the rightness of slavery and justified their commercial inter-
ests, they also raised doubts about the institution: in the context of slavery, 
accounts of suicide had begun to carry an increasingly moral valence. The 
cultural products analyzed here unmasked the deepening contradictions of 
slavery and exposed the paradoxes of suicide by enslaved people. By the late 
eighteenth century, the power to die would become a weapon that would be 
turned against the institution of slavery itself.

When depictions of slave suicide began to appear in print and theater in the 
late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, they centered on themes 
of plebeian resistance that had long been a tradition in english popular 
culture. One example can be seen in the early modern ballad, A Lamentable 
Ballad of the tragical End, first published in 1658. Set in Rome, the ballad 
featured a blackamoor servant who, having been unfairly punished for 
some unnamed affront, sought revenge on his master. The blackamoor 
complained, “My Master he did me correct,/My Fault not being great,” and, 
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in retaliation, the servant rapes his master’s wife and afterward kills her as 
well as the couple’s children. The full title captures the plot: A Lamentable 
Ballad of the tragical End of a gallant Lord and a virtuous Lady, and the untimely 
End of their two Children, wickedly perform’d by a heathenish black- a- moor, their 
Servant, the like never heard of before.13

The ballad turns on an unwarranted physical punishment. early modern 
ballads often chronicled the ways in which dependents resisted the excesses 
of their superiors; such themes were not only popular fare in traditional 
seventeenth-  and eighteenth- century english songs, they were particularly 
prevalent in those that featured suicide.14 For instance, some ballads focused 
on the self- inflicted deaths of the young who resisted parental authority 
and social convention. Their self- destructive acts were blamed on forced 
marriages, inconstant lovers, or out- of- wedlock pregnancies. These themes 
in suicide ballads also suggest a longstanding popular recognition that not 
all suicide was inspired by the devil. On the contrary, these ballads suggest 
that a not- so- subtle acknowledgment of the secular, as opposed to diaboli-
cal, causes of suicide predates the modern period.15 In the popular mind, 
at any rate, suicide was linked to injustices caused by cruel or autocratic 
authorities.

Suicide ballads invited audiences to identify with the victims of various 
wrongs, as in A Lamentable Ballad.16 In this regard, the ballad is both typical 
and unusual. In traditional songs, suicide was the outgrowth of injustice— 
doomed romance brought about by intransigent parents, for instance— and, 
similarly, A Lamentable Ballad asks listeners to identify with the blackamoor 
as a victim of excessive authority. According to Catherine Molineux, some 
members of the audience must have “enjoyed its particular working through 
of the implications of resistance.”17 Likewise, later depictions of slave sui-
cide set in the Americas presented readers with similar images of blacks as 
victims of unjust authority.18

The blackamoor’s desire for revenge was also a vehicle for exploring ra-
cialized depictions of violence. This theme, too, was translated to literary 
explorations of suicide in the Americas. In A Lamentable Ballad, the blacka-
moor raped his master’s wife, dashed one child’s brains against the wall 
and “pluck’d” the other child from its mother’s breast, cut its throat, and 
threw its body into the moat. While the audience might sympathize with 
the blackamoor’s feelings of affront, they would hesitate to endorse the 
violence that evidenced his “heathenish” and “savage” nature. Having de-
stroyed the family, the blackamoor jumps into the moat to drown in order 
to escape punishment from angered villagers. Having begun the ballad as 
victim of unfair violence, he has now been transformed into a principal 
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agent of brutal aggression that far outweighed his own treatment by his 
master. The revenge of the blackamoor could be viewed as honorable re-
sponse to wrongful corporal authority, but his violence conveyed his innate 
savagery.

The suicide of the blackamoor ultimately resolved the tension between 
insults to plebeian honor that were aimed at criticizing elites’ unreasonable 
use of power and his own violence against those elites. By the ballad’s end, 
the master and his innocent family have paid for his moment of tyranny 
with their lives. In all of this the wife exists simply as an object upon which 
violence is enacted; although she did no wrong, she and her children suffer 
in her husband’s stead. All of these themes— resistance of the unfree, honor 
and loyalty, violence and patriarchal privilege— would be picked up in sto-
ries of slave suicide written in english that were set in the Americas.

One of the most enduring and popular literary and dramatic vehicles for 
exploring both injustices done to enslaved people as well as their resistance 
to slavery, was Aphra Behn’s novel Oroonoko (1688), adapted to the stage by  
Thomas Southerne. Set in Africa and english Surinam, few other plays were 
more popular or successful on the eighteenth- century British stage; begin-
ning in 1695, it was performed every year through 1829.19 The main char-
acter, Oroonoko, appears to have been modeled on Cato the Younger, the 
Roman stoic most closely associated with choosing suicide over tyranny. 
In Addison’s version, Cato is defeated in war and kills himself rather than 
sacrifice his ideals and honor by submitting to Caesar’s oppressive rule. As 
Cato reflects in the play, “It is not now a time to talk of aught/But chains or 
conquest, liberty or death.”20

In addition to relying on classical models that enjoyed popularity on 
the British stage, Oroonoko surveyed the nature of slavery and suicide in 
england’s New World colonies. Much of Oroonoko’s content is focused on 
the injustice of and resistance to slavery. It does not so much attack slavery, 
however, as question the enslavement of the royal prince Oroonoko, who 
came from a slave- owning family in Africa.21 The theme of the wrongly en-
slaved royal African, as we shall see, also surfaces in some of the earliest 
slave memoirs published in england; Oroonoko is a fictional forerunner of 
these. In the novel and play, slaves’ resistance to unjust and wrongful au-
thority is coupled with suicide: aboard ship Oroonoko refuses to eat, but 
relents when he is assured he will be freed. On land he attempts to establish 
his freedom through legal means; when this fails, he organizes an unsuc-
cessful revolt. In its aftermath, he attempts suicide. His courage and defiance 
are points of contrast to his captors and enslavers; he is depicted as virtuous 
and brave, while they are cruel and unjust. Ultimately the novel portrays his  
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death as violent and stoic: he cuts a piece of flesh from his throat and throws 
it at the english, declaring that he will kill himself before he falls “a victim 
to the shameful whip.” Then, as did Cato, Oroonoko rips up “his own belly; 
and took his bowels and pull’d 'em out.”22 He survives (as did Cato) and is 
revived so that he could be executed for treason.23 In the final scene of the 
novel, he sits calmly and smokes a pipe while his ears, nose, and arms are 
cut off. At his death, his corpse is quartered, his divided body sent to vari-
ous elites; one refuses to display his portion, arguing that “he could govern 
his negroes without terrifying and grieving them with frightful spectacles 
of a mangled king,” a plea for paternalism alongside an orgy of absolutist 
gore. In stark contrast, the stage version features a milder version of torture, 
and more importantly, Oroonoko dies at his own hands, a conclusion that 
underscores his heroism in choosing death over slavery.

To much a greater extent than in A Lamentable Ballad, readers and au-
diences were encouraged to admire Oroonoko’s resistance to slavery, and 
his display of manly courage. For these reasons, the play was banned in 
Charleston in 1795 and never performed at all in Kingston. In addition, 
Oroonoko’s refusal to “live as a slave or be separated from his wife”— who 
in the stage version was a white woman— were not sentiments that the 
slave- owing, theater- going public in those ports wished to see emulated.24 
Indeed, although he enacts much violence in the course of the story, at its 
conclusion, the enslaved man remains a stoic hero. Rather, Oroonoko faults 
ineffectual leadership— from the jealous African king who sold Oroonoko 
and his beloved into slavery to the British governor whose overzealous pun-
ishments and injustices thwarted Oroonoko’s quest for liberty— rather than 
the commerce of slavery itself. The play suggests that suicide was an hon-
orable choice when confronted with tyranny, even, or perhaps especially, 
when it was the choice of a male slave.

enslaved women, in contrast, were held to standards that measured 
their virtue through their obedience to patriarchal authority. Men can resist, 
but women must obey. For instance, the novel depicts Oroonoko’s wife, 
Imoinda, as “heroic,” but her heroism is predicated on loyalty to her hus-
band. In the wake of Oroonoko’s failed revolt, he plans to murder her and 
kill himself; not wishing to be separated, they hope that after death, they 
will “be sent [to their] own country” and reunited. Once Imoinda under-
stands his purpose, her resolve to die is described as “noble”: she smiles 
that she should die “by her husband’s hand.” The reader is told that in their 
homeland, “wives have a respect for their husbands equal to what other 
people pay a deity; and when a man finds any occasion to quit his wife, if  
he loves her, she dies by his hand; if not, he sells her, or suffers some other 
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to kill her.” As Charlotte Sussman points out, Imoinda is a possession be-
fore she is a slave, so her move from Africa to Surinam is “not so much a 
transition from freedom to slavery as a transition from one code of prop-
erty relations to another.”25 When Oroonoko kills Imoinda to safeguard 
her virtue, he does so by severing her head from her body.26 To an english 
audience, beheading signaled treason, but of course, Imoinda is innocent of 
such a charge. Perhaps Oroonoko’s thought was to prevent the postmortem 
desecration of her body and protect her, even after death.

In the mid- eighteenth century, the Gentleman’s Magazine reported on two 
Africans, a prince, William Unsah Sessarakoo, and his companion, who at-
tended a performance of Oroonoko in Covent Garden in February 1749. Like 
Oroonoko, the pair were noble and had been tricked into slavery by duplici-
tous traders; unlike Oroonoko, however, they were rescued by englishmen 
and returned to London. Their appearance at the play caused a sensation, 
and others in the audience greeted the two Africans with a round of ap-
plause and monitored their reactions to the play. The Gentleman’s Magazine 
informed its readers that the two Africans were strongly moved by viewing 
“persons of their own colour on the stage, apparently in the same distress 
from which they had been so lately delivered,” that is, enslavement, be-
trayal, injustice. Giving in to a “generous grief which pure nature always 
feels and which art had not yet taught” the two youths to suppress, the 
prince in particular was “so far overcome” that he left the play at the end of 
the penultimate act, missing the final death scene, the suicides of Oroonoko 
and Imoinda. In Southerne’s stage version, Imoinda was transformed into a 
white woman who assists Oroonoko in plunging the dagger into her breast; 
he then kills the governor and finally himself. According to the Gentleman’s 
Magazine, the remaining African in attendance reportedly wept for the rest 
of the performance, evidencing the sensibility admired by metropolitan 
Londoners.27 The accounts blended life and art and, in the process, infused 
acts of self- destruction by slaves with increasingly politicized meanings.

The popularity of Oroonoko may have inspired the onset of stories and 
accounts of suicide by slaves in Anglo- American print; slave suicide was a 
theme that resonated with readers and audiences. Most of these accounts 
similarly revolved around themes of slave resistance, honor, loyalty, and vio-
lence. In addition, The Spectator and the Gentleman’s Magazine, periodicals 
that could be found in the households of gentry slaveholders across British 
America, also featured accounts of slave suicide.28 Although these accounts 
were never as numerous as articles on self- destruction by free persons, slave 
self- murder was distinctively newsworthy. Like Oroonoko, these publications 
extended the neoclassical trope of heroic or “honor suicide” and sometimes 
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modeled enslaved men on the figure of Cato.29 For those who championed 
the choice between “liberty or death,” as Addison’s Cato put the matter, 
suicide was honorable, even when it was the choice of a slave.

The focus on the virtue and honor of enslaved people was sustained 
in other accounts of British American slavery. In 1711, for instance, The 
Spectator published the account of slave suicide in St. Christopher, “A Kind 
of Wild Tragedy,” that opened this chapter. In a later version (1775), an 
almanac kept the essential details of the story, but changed its setting to 
virginia.30 The unrestrained passions of the men in the story conveyed as-
sumptions about the barbarism of slaves, a trait that existed in opposition 
to english civilization. Addison’s purpose in this story was to illustrate that 
this “instance of barbarity” and other “strange disorders” occur in slaves 
because their “passions are not regulated by virtue and disciplined by rea-
son.”31 Yet the story also hinted that slaves— male slaves at least— possessed 
virtue: their friendship was so great, their love for the woman so intense, 
that they were hopelessly deadlocked. Their passions in fact defined their 
limitations; they stabbed her together because they could not reason their 
way out of the situation. At the same time, the account projected sentimen-
talism, as they lay “beating their breasts in the utmost agonies of grief and 
despair.”32 Unlike A Lamentable Ballad or Oroonoko, the “Wild Tragedy” did 
not explore suicide as an outcome of confrontations with unjust authori-
ties. Rather, the piece played upon the virtues of male companionship: two 
men who refused to betray their friendship for the love of a woman. The 
story revolves around men unwilling to live without one another, men 
whose love for one another was so profound that neither could not de-
prive the other of the object of their romantic affection. She was truly an 
object, a vehicle upon which men enacted manliness and honor. While 
the account may have reassured readers that suicide could be admirable, it 
nonetheless confirmed prevailing ideas about the passion and inferiority of  
slaves.

Accounts of slaves who killed themselves to demonstrate their loyalty— 
rather than to resist slavery— surfaced repeatedly in the early eighteenth cen-
tury and widened the gulf between conceptions of African versus english 
identities. Sometimes the accounts illustrated slaves’ loyalty to their mas-
ters. For instance, in addition to the “Wild Tragedy,” The Spectator’s 1711 
issue also included this item:

When one hears of Negroes, who upon the death of their masters, or upon 

changing their service, hang themselves upon the next tree, as it frequently 

happens in our American plantations, who can forbear admiring their fidelity, 
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though it expresses it self in so dreadful a manner? What might not that sav-

age greatness of soul, which appears in these poor wretches on many occa-

sions, be raised to, were it rightly cultivated?33

Similarly, in 1756, Jamaican planter Thomas Thistlewood recorded an event 
in his diary in which a slave “so soon as he heard his old Master was dead 
went to the negro house privately and shot himself, to accompany him into 
the other world and there wait upon him.”34 What is striking in both ac-
counts is the depiction of the slaves’ identities as so dependent upon those 
of their masters that the former will destroy themselves rather than exist 
without ownership. These representations were early versions of the myth 
of the contented slave, a trope that may have assuaged rising doubts about 
slavery. From an owner’s point of view, loyalty was a valuable trait in en-
slaved people. That they would kill themselves because their identities were 
so bound up with those who governed them may have appealed to the 
audience of investors, masters, and traders who read The Spectator. The story 
reflects a need to depict slaves as faithful and domesticated, not wholly un-
like their frequent presentations in eighteenth- century portraits.35

At the same time, these same depictions of slave loyalty could prove to 
be unsettling to Anglo- American audiences. In part, they illustrate what 
Orlando Patterson calls the “human parasitism” of slavery and capture not 
only the asymmetrical relationship of domination but also the complexi-
ties of masters’ dependency upon their slaves.36 These stories illustrate not 
simply an individual but a cultural dependency on the myth of slave loyalty: 
in these stories, masters are already dead and other englishmen tell the tale. 
What is more, these representations also contain a glimmer of a theme that 
will be revived in the early antislavery writing: suicide in slavery is presented 
as both admirable and troubling. Like other accounts in print, the depiction 
of the loyal slave hints at the importance of culture over nature and civiliza-
tion over barbarism but suggests that slaves could overcome their innate 
selves and aspire to “greatness” over “savagery.” These rhetorical questions 
actually open up other possible meanings of the slave’s act of suicide for the 
audience. What might slaves achieve if they were subjected to the cultivation 
of sensibility, if they enjoyed liberty, if they were given education? The deep 
feelings that led to suicide could be channeled toward more progressive 
ends. Addison concludes by asking the following.

What colour of excuse can there be for the contempt with which we treat this 

part of our species that we should not put them upon the common foot of 

humanity, that we should only set an insignificant fine upon the man who 
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murders them; nay that we should, as much as in us lies, cut them off from 

the prospects of happiness in another world as well as in this, and deny them 

that which we look upon as the proper means for attaining it?37

Here, the challenge to slaveholders, merchants, and the general audience 
grows even bolder. Addison recounts a story that reflects the mythical loyalty 
of enslaved people, an account that presents them— rather than owners or 
investors— as models of virtue. In doing so, he implicitly offers a critical 
misgiving for his readers to consider: how is enslavement of human beings 
justified?

Later in the eighteenth century, in 1784, James Ramsey, an antislavery 
activist, would directly pose this question to an Anglo- American readership. 
He drew on some of the same themes of honor, loyalty, and suicides among 
slaves but used them for expressly antislavery purposes. He related an inci-
dent from the 1750s, the “famous” legend of Quashi, a story that celebrates 
the slave’s fierce sense of loyalty as it is expressed in an act of suicide that 
is described as “worthy of a Spartan.”38 Quashi had never been brutalized: 
the “smoothness of his skin,” Ramsey reports, had been left “unrazed by 
the whip.” Accused of a crime he did not commit and sentenced to the lash, 
Quashi ran. He encountered his master in a field, gave chase, and the two 
men wrestled together. When Quashi had the upper hand, he “firmly seated 
on his master’s breast, now panting and out of breath, and with his weight, 
his thighs, and one hand, secured him motionless.” The ensuing dialogue 
between the two men, which Ramsey invented to “give words to the senti-
ment that inspired it,” is as follows.

[Quashi] then drew out a sharp knife, and while the other lay in dreadful 

expectation, helpless, and shrinking into himself, he thus addressed him. 

‘Master, I was bred up with you from a child; I was your play- mate when a 

boy; I have loved you as myself; your interest has been my study; I am inno-

cent of the cause of your suspicion; had I been guilty, my attachment to you 

might have pleaded for me. Yet you have condemned me to a punishment 

of which I must ever have borne the disgraceful marks; thus only can I avoid 

them.’ With these words, he drew the knife with all his strength across his 

own throat, and fell down dead without a groan, on his master, bathing him 

in his blood.39

This powerful image has the effect of fusing master and slave. Ramsey sug-
gests that Quashi’s sensibility was laudable, and that had he enjoyed, in the 
parlance of 1776, the “inalienable rights” to which all people are entitled, 
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he might have furthered the progress of humanity in the arts, sciences, or 
philosophy. At the same time, the slave’s protectiveness of his integrity (the 
virtue reflected by the smoothness of his skin) and his highly developed 
sense of honor may have struck a sympathetic chord with the readership 
even as it set Quashi apart from them. In Ramsey’s hands, however, at the 
particular historical moment of the rise of antislavery organizations, the self-  
inflicted death of this loyal slave carried a host of political meanings.

What did it mean, in the pre- Revolutionary era, to admire the virtue, 
nobility, and honor of enslaved men who chose suicide? Did it reflect anti-
slavery or proslavery sentiment? In fact, these depictions presented readers, 
both then and now, with a paradox; they suggested both support for slavery 
even as they sowed the seeds of antislavery themes. One could argue that 
the institution of slavery was reinforced by these representations. endorsing 
ideas of rank and nobility and embracing virtues of friendship and cour-
age, the suicides of slaves in print and on the stage ultimately underscored 
their loyalty and fitness for slavery. In print, some slaves were so exotically, 
passionately loyal to their masters— rather than to freedom— that they were 
willing to kill themselves. Some slaves hung themselves after their masters 
died; and, in the case of Quashi, killed themselves rather than suffer pun-
ishment. Yet on the other side of the coin, some undeniably antislavery 
themes were emerging: admiration for slaves’ virtues, sympathy for their 
resistance to injustice, esteem for those who chose death over tyranny, and 
regard for their patriarchal manliness. Oroonoko is a good example here: in 
the novel he beheads Imoinda; in the stage version he assists in her suicide; 
in both cases, he prevents her from being subjected to sexual violence after 
his death. Similarly, in the novel he plans to kill himself and in the stage 
version he succeeds in doing so. He chooses heroic death rather than suffer 
tyranny, punishment, and the dishonor of enslavement for a man of his 
rank. Framed within a patriarchal structure, the image of rebellious, honor-
able, and loyal black slaves may have “caught popular imagination” despite 
the fact that their deaths foreclosed future possibilities of insurgency.40

Despite their diverse interpretations of resistance to authority, all of 
these printed accounts of slave suicide featured a veritable pornography 
of violence, treating audiences to a spectacle of unrestrained passion that 
included murder, necrophilia, and lamentation, scenes meant to under-
score the dangerously passionate nature of the enslaved self. In “A Kind 
of Wild Tragedy,” for instance, the unnamed female was stabbed in “the 
heart”; a nearby slave heard her “shrieks,” ran to see what was the matter, 
and found her “dead upon the ground, with the two negroes on each side 
of her, kissing the dead corpse, weeping over it, and beating their breasts in 
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the utmost agony.”41 The emphasis on the strength of Quashi’s thighs as he 
sits astride his master and bathes him in his blood— a visual expression of 
the dependency of the master on the slave— is similarly not only graphic in 
its depiction of violence, but sexually suggestive. In print and on the stage, 
slave suicide might be used to probe the injustice of and resistance to slav-
ery, but the centrality of themes surrounding rank, loyalty, and honor also 
reinforced the values of slave owners and the institution of slavery. Such 
accounts emphasized the resistance, courage, and loyalty of enslaved men; 
women, when they appeared at all, were vehicles for the display of the cen-
tral attention to male virtue. In particular, Quashi’s master, pinned beneath 
his slave and bathed in his blood, appears as a culpable cultural agent of the 
injustices of slavery.

The earliest slave memoirs printed in english in the first half of the eigh-
teenth century echoed many of the literary and dramatic themes in depic-
tions of self- destruction by enslaved people. Suicide plays a small and 
indirect role in early autobiographies, particularly in contrast to nineteenth- 
century North American slave narratives in which suicidal ideation or ac-
counts of slave self- killing are abundant. The depictions of self- destruction 
in the earliest memoirs of Africans focused on issues of rank, virtue, and 
race, and like the periodical and literary treatments of slave suicide con-
sidered above, their primary objective was to affirm rather than to protest 
slavery. In fact, like the fictional Oroonoko, the captive Africans whose 
memoirs were published in english before the American Revolution them-
selves owned slaves or belonged to families that were actively involved in  
the slave trade. Two accounts of Africans’ enslavement were published in 
english before 1750: one by Ayuba Suleiman Diallo (1730), more com-
monly known as Job ben Solomon, and a second, published anonymously 
as The Royal African (1749), which relates the story of Prince William Ansah 
Sessarakoo, although he is never named in the text.42 The former was taken 
into captivity when he went to an english ship to sell slaves and buy pa-
per.43 The latter’s father, a principal trader in gold and slaves, instructed a 
ship’s captain to take his son to england via Barbados to be educated in 
order to strengthen trading ties, but when the ship reached the West Indies, 
the captain sold Sessarakoo into slavery.44 Diallo’s story was taken down 
by Maryland lawyer Thomas Bluett, who helped free him; it was reprinted 
“many times in French and english.”45 The author of The African Prince is 
unknown, but the biography enjoyed a second and perhaps a third printing. 
Pictures of both men appeared in The Gentleman’s Magazine.46
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Neither The Memoirs of Job nor The Royal African opposed slavery as an in-
stitution. Rather, among other things, these accounts explore the wrongful en-
slavement of the African upper classes; Diallo was a priest, while Sessarakoo 
was a prince. In this sense, their accounts are like that of Oroonoko. Moreover, 
the themes that appear in later eighteenth- century and nineteenth- century 
North American slave narratives— the Middle Passage, family separation, the 
brutality of corporal punishment, suffering, the tyranny of mariners, traders, 
and owners— are absent in these pre- Revolutionary memoirs.

Rather than questioning slavery, the stories of Diallo and Sessarakoo ac-
cept slavery as part of natural social hierarchies and express admiration for 
the enlightened english who rescue these protagonists from enslavement. 
For instance, Diallo was kidnapped by warring Mandingoes and eventually 
sold into slavery in Maryland; he was able to distinguish himself through 
his “affable carriage and the easy composure of his countenance” as no  
“common” slave. In Bluett’s transcription, Diallo notes that many in his na-
tion were suited to a “hard and low life,” but that he was, in contrast, a civi-
lized African, unsuitable for enslavement because he was part of the “better 
sort” of people who “apply themselves to study and reading.”47

5.1. The Priest Job ben Soloman (Ayuba Suleiman Diallo) and the Prince William Ansah 
Sessarakoo. This illustration and brief accounts of both men appeared in the Gentleman’s 
Magazine and emphasized their upper- class status. Job was noted to be a “person of great 

distinction in his own country” where he was wrongfully seized and sold as a slave in 
Maryland in 1731. Sessarakoo was noted to be the son of “John Banishee Corrantee  

Chinnee of Anamaboe, and of eukobah, daughter of Ansah Sessarakoo, King of  
Aquamboo, and niece to Quishadoe king of Akroan.” Source: Gentleman’s  

Magazine, vol. 20 (London, 1750). This item is reproduced by 
permission of  The virginia Historical Society, Richmond.
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The Royal African similarly sets apart its author from other captive Afri-
cans. Sessarakoo is a prince, “the greatest favorite” of his father; his mother, 
the chief wife of his father, was the daughter of “one of the principal per-
sons” of the country. As Sessarakoo traveled to Barbados, unaware that he is  
to be sold into slavery, he views “numbers” of Africans who had been en -
slaved “from a variety of accidents.” In retrospect, he remarks that none of 
them had experienced anything in any degree “comparable to that which 
had brought this heavy lot upon him,” a reference to his wrongful enslave-
ment as a prince. english slavers with whom he traveled admired Sessarakoo 
as well and called him “Cupid” for his “sweet and amiable temper.” His 
eventual wrongful enslavement, then, is made all the more egregious be-
cause of his rank, which could not protect him when he was sold by the 
ship’s captain to cover a debt and enslaved in Bridgetown.48

Both memoirs anticipate the ways in which suicide will serve in later slave 
narratives to measure the inhumanity of enslavement, but they do so from 
a distinctly eighteenth- century viewpoint. For instance, both protagonists 
consider suicide because they feel dishonored and disgraced: men of their 
rank should not be enslaved, and they suffer because of their distance from 
those royal kin who might intercede and protect them. While Sessarakoo 
protests his “rough usage” at the hands of two other slaves, unlike the bru-
tality expressed in later nineteenth- century ex- slave narratives, neither he 
nor Diallo reports being beaten, chained, shackled, or confined to the hold 
of ships. Sessarakoo makes the crossing as a free man, so the Middle Passage 
is irrelevant to his story, but Diallo does not mention it either.49

In both accounts, the protagonists suffer psychologically rather than phys-
ically, and self- destruction is intimated rather than openly contemplated. 
Diallo’s owner, for instance, ordered the captured African to work in the to-
bacco field, where he felt “more and more uneasiness” in his labor and even-
tually grew too sick to work, a reflection of his despondency. He was “in no 
way able to bear” his labor. Rather than administer a flogging, his master gave 
him a simpler task of watching cattle. Diallo periodically withdrew into the 
woods to pray, but when a “white boy” taunted and threw dirt on the enslaved 
former priest, he could bear no more indignities. Diallo grew “desperate” 
and simply ran away, hoping to “meet with some lucky accident, to divert or 
abate his grief.”50 This allusion to achieving death indirectly is as close as the 
narrative comes to suggesting suicide. Since the religious beliefs of Diallo pro-
scribed suicide, a more direct reference to the act was probably implausible, 
given that he was described a “high priest” of his nation.51 Diallo wandered 
through the countryside and was eventually imprisoned. His confinement 
continued until Bluett heard of Diallo and engineered his freedom.
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Sessarakoo more openly contemplated self- destruction, perhaps because 
he was a prince rather than a priest. His “distress” and “horror” left him with 
“scarce a glimmer of hope” that evolved into “bitterness” when he reflected 
on his “sudden and undeserved reverse of fortune.” The “rough usage” given 
to him in Barbados, along with his distance from “father, family or friends” 
pushed him toward thoughts of suicide. “He had before him a prospect so 
gloomy, that he stood in need of superior greatness of Mind to bear the 
shock without sinking under it, or taking some desperate Method to remove 
the Load.” Unlike other slaves, however, the Prince’s rank rescues him from 
thoughts of self- destruction: as a member of the ruling class, he did indeed 
possess “greatness of mind,” which he feared losing.52 The phrase echoes 
Addison’s assertion that slaves possessed a “greatness of soul” that, although 
expressed in a “dreadful” manner through suicide, might be channeled in 
more useful directions.53

Rather than “sinking under” the shock of enslavement and giving into 
a suicidal impulse, Sessarakoo persevered. Still, his sense of injustice re-
mained and nothing could remove the “melancholy” of his countenance, 
although the author was quick to add that Sessarakoo’s melancholy “was 
not attended with any tincture of sullenness or obstinacy” that would as-
sociate him with the lower orders.54 As we have seen, sullenness, stubborn-
ness, and obstinacy were descriptive terms often connected to the suicides 
of enslaved people. In contrast, Diallo’s lack of obstinacy reinforced the 
importance of his class affiliation for his audience.

Like other accounts of slave suicide in literature and periodicals from the 
pre- Revolutionary period, the stories of Diallo and Sessarakoo reinforced 
the humanity of english enslavers and, therefore, suppressed distressing 
questions about the slave trade itself. To be sure, both accounts point out 
that the commerce in slaves was corrupted— by warring Mandingoes and 
dishonest ship captains in these narratives— but these troubling aspects of 
the trade could be overcome, as both narratives suggest, by an exclusive 
reliance on english traders.55 Anglo- Americans, in fact, prevent both men 
from committing suicide and rescue them from slavery. Their rescue, in 
turn, benefitted english- African trade relations: Diallo, for instance, gave 
“repeated assurances” that he would promote the english trade “before any 
other.”56 Similarly, although much “odium” had been cast upon the english 
for Sessarakoo’s kidnapping, an associate of his father’s devises a plan to 
“restore” his country’s “good opinion” of them. He arranges for his own 
son to accompany traders, a move that he believes will rehabilitate regard in 
particular for english traders.57 These accounts do not impeach the transat-
lantic commerce in slaves.
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At the same time, these early memoirs prefigure themes found in later 
slave narratives and antislavery literature. While accounts of suicidal idea-
tion are brief in the stories of Diallo and Sessarakoo, their stories echoed 
themes of suicidal despondency, melancholy, alienation, and isolation that 
emerge in later eighteenth and antebellum writing by and about slaves. In 
that sense, these early memoirs lay the groundwork for later explicitly an-
tislavery work in print that will assign blame for suicide to actions of mari-
ners, owners, overseers, and traders and use suicide to indict the commerce 
of slavery. Moreover, these accounts also offer partial critiques of slavery by 
questioning Anglo- American assumptions about the inferiority of Africans. 
Sessarakoo in particular objects to racism even as he esteems the British 
empire above all others.58 Such protests are, however, more credible coming 
from these men of high rank who, at other turns, offer no complaints about 
the continuing enslavement of their countrymen and women.

Into the era of the Imperial Crisis, other writers of the Black Atlantic 
modeled their life stories on the literature of Christian confession and sui-
cide to illustrate crises of conscience. The enslaved James Albert Ukawsaw 
Gronniosaw, for instance, contemplated suicide out of an awareness of his 
sinful and corrupt nature. Although he was kidnapped in Africa and trans-
ported to North America, neither the Middle Passage and natal alienation, 
nor punishment and labor regimes fostered thoughts of self- destruction. 
Rather, his suicide attempt occurred during a crisis of conscience that pre-
cipitated his conversion to Christianity.59 Gronniosaw also linked himself 
to the tradition of the African prince in his title: A Narrative of the Most 
Remarkable Particulars in the Life of James Albert Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, an Afri-
can Prince, as Related by Himself (1772). However, his story is not about 
be  ing rescued from slavery. It is about being rescued from sin. Rather than 
momentarily highlighting slave resistance or assuaging the anxieties over 
england’s commercial investment in slavery, Gronniosaw’s memoir instead 
sought to ignite the sacred worldview of his audience. His story was worthy 
of the notice of “every Christian reader.”60

According to his memoir, Gronniosaw’s inclinations toward suicide, in 
fact, began in Africa, where he was a “melancholy” and “unhappy” child. 
Words like “grave,” “reserved,” “dejected,” and “dissatisfied” pepper the 
opening pages of his recollections; he also notes that he especially labored 
under “anxieties and fears” when celebrating the “Sabbath” of his nation.61 
A traveling merchant offers to take Gronniosaw with him, in the hope of 
curing his despondency. In the course of this trip, Gronniosaw is sold into 
slavery. Initially disembarking in Barbados, he accompanies his first master 
to New York and continues his Christian education.62
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Doubt and paranoia, however, continued to plague Gronniosaw and led 
him to consider suicide. Resolving to “put an end” to his life, he took a large 
knife and went into the stable “with an intent to destroy” himself. As he 
“endeavoured” with all of his strength to force the knife into his side, it dou-
bled and bent. Suddenly aware of what he is doing— and of the Christian 
prohibition against suicide— Gronniosaw is horrified. He realizes that had 
he succeeded in killing himself, he “probably [would] have gone to hell.”63 
His full conversion to Christianity follows quickly. In many respects, his 
narrative does not offer any criticism of slavery or decry his enslavement. 
Rather, slavery brings him closer to God. His suicidal thoughts preceded 
his spiritual awakening, and his retreat to the barn with a knife represents 
a crisis of faith from which he emerged as a full believer. Yet despite this 
orientation, Gronniosaw’s account helped initiate a tradition of black auto-
biographical writing that later transformed into the genre of the slave narra-
tive.64 Gronniosaw’s crisis of conscience, attempt at suicide, and subsequent 
spiritual conversion fused elements of enslavement, suicide, and Christian 
morality in ways that, in later iterations, would be one means of attacking 
slavery.

In the first half of the eighteenth century, accounts of suicide by slaves ap-
peared in a variety of printed genres. Like “A Kind of Wild Tragedy,” novels 
and news items, plays and essays, memoirs and narratives alike featured en-
slaved men who contemplated self- destruction or killed themselves outright. 
Drawing on classical models, accounts of British American plantations, and 
descriptions of Africa, this literature generated competing meanings of sui-
cide by enslaved people. Relying on the trope of the African prince, these 
representations presented suicide by enslaved men as variously indicative 
of their resistance to tyrannical authority and their possession of honor and 
virtue. At the same time, stories of slave suicide in pre- Revolutionary print 
did not uniformly or consistently attribute suicide to slavery. enslaved men 
in particular chose suicide in response to physical insults or disgrace, or 
the denial of liberties, but also out of loyalty to one another or even to 
slave owners. From the vantage point of literature, theater, and periodicals, 
suicide by enslaved men reflected themes of justice, honor, rank, and patri-
archal privilege. In this context, acts of self- destruction were to be admired, 
the result of sentiments that were virtuous and worthy of emulation. In 
this genre, in this period, paradoxically, literary, periodical, and dramatic 
representations offered much to appreciate in the character of captive royal 
Africans and very little to deplore in the commerce of slavery.
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At the same time, these representations presented contradictions be-
tween virtue and barbarism that were central to understandings of suicide 
in slavery. The enslaved killed themselves because of their irrational and 
passionate natures, as “A Kind of  Wild Tragedy” suggests; even their virtues, 
like those of loyalty and honor, were depicted as so extreme as to lead them 
to self- destruction. In this sense, the extremities of slave passion and emo-
tional differences from their enslavers as well as from investors, merchants, 
and the ordinary english, were, from a very early point, a theme in print 
and illustrated the divide between Anglo- American cultural categories of 
civilization and barbarism.65 The emotional extremes of slaves were accom-
panied by depictions of their capacity for violence. Particularly in scenes 
emerging from the West Indies, slaves’ propensities for violence toward 
others accompanied depictions of violence that they turned against them-
selves. Of course, the subjects of most of these accounts were enslaved men; 
women were simply vehicles through which, if not upon which, violence 
was enacted.

These paradoxical depictions went a far distance to justify slavery, the 
commercial expansion of the english trade, and the growth of the insti-
tution in British American colonies. Assurances about racial and temper-
amental differences allowed the english to justify enslavement as well as 
to disarticulate suicide from the circumstances of enslavement. Moreover, 
stories of African royals featured the english as liberators, that is, those 
who rescued wrongfully enslaved elite Africans from a life of forced labor. 
In doing so, the rescuers, ironically, secured their networks for the com-
merce in slaves and tightened their hold on the international slave trade. In 
the accounts that circulated in the Anglo- Atlantic prior to the onset of the 
Imperial Crisis, suicide by slaves manifested all of these justifications for 
slavery and the slave trade.

The proslavery leanings of print and dramatic representations, however, 
tell only part of the story. As we shall see, accounts of suicide by slaves in 
British American plantations cast some doubts on the morality of slavery. 
The admiration for suicide in the face of tyranny remained a popular theme 
in print and on the stage. The figure of the wrongly enslaved prince was 
initially a successful vehicle for conveying objections to slavery, conceiv-
ably gaining the attention and sympathy of royalist audiences. Yet such rep-
resentations would lose ground after the American Revolution, as slavery 
itself— rather than enslavement of a royal— was an increasingly politicized 
question. Most importantly, these early depictions of enslaved resistance 
to tyrannical authority— and especially a resistance that culminated in 
suicide— prefigured the importance of slave self- destruction to the earliest 
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antislavery literature. Moreover, commentary on some of these representa-
tions pitted nature against nurture and put forward the idea that, were cap-
tive Africans and African Americans not enslaved, they might further human 
progress. As the Imperial Crisis deepened, the competing meanings of slave 
suicide took on an increasingly politically radical implication and a decid-
edly antislavery tone. In the coming decades, suicide in slavery, the power to 
die, would become a force for revolutionary political change.
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C h a p t e r  S i x

the Meaning of Suicide in 
antislavery politics

tuesday a Black, Servant to Captain Ordington, who a few days before ran away 

from his Master and got himself christened, with the intent to marry his Fellow 

Servant, a white Woman, being taken and sent on board the Captain’s Ship in the 

thames, took an Opportunity of shooting himself through the head.

—Virginia Gazette, 17731

arm’d with thy sad last gift— the pow’r to die,

thy shafts, stern fortune, now i can defy;

the dreadful mercy points at length the shore

Where all is peace, and men are slaves no more.

—The Dying Negro, A Poem, 17752

in 1773, as the British North american colonies and england moved to-
ward armed conflict and activists leveled challenges to the transatlantic trade 
and the legalities of slavery, a radically new era in antislavery politics com-
menced. it began with a newspaper account, given above, of the suicide of 
an unnamed enslaved man in London. two lawyers, thomas Day and John 
Bicknell, were outraged by the report, and used the story to fire the opening 
salvo in the fight against slavery. their efforts took the form of a poem, The 
Dying Negro, through which they sought to expose the injustices of slavery 
and the cruelties endured by enslaved people. the poem was widely popular: 
after its initial printing and subsequent revisions, it circulated in multiple 
editions in england, revolutionary america, and the early United States.3

The Dying Negro was not purely the product of its authors’ imaginations, 
and the newspaper report on which it was based, while brief, conveyed 



specific political messages to an eighteenth- century anglo- american reader-
ship. For one thing, it noted that the West indian owner of the unnamed 
enslaved man had brought him to London, where he subsequently ran 
away. the legal status of slavery was uncertain in england in the 1760s and 
1770s, and other enslaved african americans who had traveled with their 
masters to england had similarly sought their freedom.4 their aims inter-
sected with the goals of activists who sought to challenge slavery’s legal ities 
in england. Second, the news story stated that the unnamed, formerly en-
slaved man ran away to be baptized so that he could marry his fellow ser-
vant, a white woman. Both baptism and wedlock were viewed as possible 
avenues for slaves to secure their freedom under english law.5 in addition, 
while the suggestion of miscegenation and interracial marriage would have 
shocked North american audiences— where both were proscribed by law— 
mixed- race marriages, particularly among the working classes, were toler-
ated in england.6 Before the wedding could take place, however, the enslaved 
man was seized by his master and confined to a ship in the thames, where 
he awaited transport to certain slavery. “preferring death to another voyage 
to america”— stoically choosing suicide over tyranny— he killed himself.  
the report specified that he used a firearm, but the authors of The Dying 
Negro, indulging in poetic license, armed their protagonist with a dagger, a 
classical and theatrical allusion to honorable suicide.7 in print, the attack on 
slavery had begun.

Memorialized in Day and Bicknell’s poem, the african’s suicide ignited 
antislavery debate across the anglo- atlantic.8 the authors recognized the 
political potential of their poem and quickly revised it accordingly; in 1775 
they altered the first word of the opening line, substituting the compara-
tively mild opening word “Blest” with the more seriously militant term, 
“arm’d with thy last sad gift— the pow’r to die”9 Moreover, the newspaper 
report was used as the epigraph to the poem and endowed it with the force 
of authenticity. the poem positioned the enslaved man as a protagonist 
whose life history and inner thoughts were conveyed in epistolary form. 
Despite its structure, the poem was, in effect, a suicide note from the pro-
tagonist to his beloved. inventive in its focus on the political implications of 
an actual suicide by an enslaved person, the poem fused antislavery politics, 
personal history, and emotional pathos to indict slavery.

in part, the power of  The Dying Negro derived from the ways in which the 
protagonist’s suicide revealed the paradoxes of slavery; the popular, legal, 
and cultural foundations for its influence had long been established across 
the eighteenth- century anglo- atlantic. as we have seen, acts of suicide by 
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enslaved people highlighted the many contradictions of slavery. Slave sui-
cide, both implicitly and directly, exposed not just the brutality of slavery 
but also the legal, social, and cultural inconsistencies of human bondage. 
The Dying Negro was successful in part because it capitalized on occasions 
of, themes in, and assumptions about suicide by enslaved people that were 
broadly familiar to anglo- americans.

The Dying Negro also foreshadowed themes of suicide in antislavery lit-
erature in the early national and antebellum United States. read and cir-
culated widely, accounts of slave suicide— whether penned by antislavery 
activ ists or written or related by formerly enslaved men and women them-
selves— were to become powerful testimonies to the injustices of slavery. 
Beginning with Olaudah equiano, who quoted The Dying Negro in The 
Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, the African (1789), sui-
cide remained a potent theme in the slave narratives published through the 
eve of the Civil War.10 accounts such as Charles Ball’s Slavery in the United 
States (1837), harriet ann Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861), 
and Matty J. Jackson’s autobiography, The Story of Matty J. Jackson (1866), 
used suicide to compellingly measure the human response to the multi-
ple injustices of slavery. even after slavery was abolished, some ex- slaves 
and their descendants interviewed in the 1930s related incidents of suicide 
in slavery. in each of these genres— poetry, memoirs, slave narratives, and 
Wpa interviews— acts of suicide by enslaved people were powerful, visible 
reminders of the moral, political, and, with the formation of the United 
States, national wounds caused by slavery.

the implications of slave suicide in revolutionary British North america 
and the early United States took on explicitly political meanings as anti-
slavery activists, including former slaves, used accounts of self- destruction 
in order to attack slavery. representations of slave suicide made evident the 
contradictions of property and personhood that had long lingered in anglo- 
american settlements, legalities, literature, and culture. the task of former 
slaves and antislavery activists was to make the suicides of enslaved peo-
ple meaningful on the national stage, both as a testimony to the wrongs of 
slavery and to illustrate the unfinished legacy of the american revolution. 
Not all antislavery activists, however, shared the same aims. the earliest ef-
forts, illustrated by The Dying Negro, used suicide to attack very specific as-
pects of slavery: the legal ambiguities of slave status in england, the ways 
in which slave owners existed above the law, or the brutality of the inter-
national slave trade.11 these materials also asserted that slave suicide was 
a response to specific harms: imminent transport, the Middle passage, and  
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familial separation led enslaved men and women to commit despairing acts 
of self- destruction. in focusing on these and other precipitating moments, 
early antislavery activists challenged the long- standing disarticulation of 
slavery and suicide that had emerged in the atlantic trade, was sustained 
by traders, masters, and lawmakers throughout the slave societies of British 
america, and persisted in prose and periodicals that circulated across the 
anglo- atlantic. Suicide, then, came to represent a host of specific injuries 
caused by slavery.

the earliest antislavery accounts of slave suicide were also politically 
powerful because they exposed the inconsistency between the ideology and 
rhetoric of democratic revolution and the institution of slavery. For some, 
slave suicide measured the denial of natural rights central to revolutionary 
era claims for liberty or death. in their introduction to the 1775 edition of 
The Dying Negro, for example, the authors describe slavery as antithetical 
to the “rights of nature.” Similarly, the 1776 edition pointed to the con-
tradiction between american cries for liberty and their reliance on slavery 
and averred that there was no more ridiculous object than the “american 
patriot, signing resolutions of independency with one hand, and with the 
other brandishing a whip over his affrighted slaves.”12 if the rightful legacy of  
the revolution was to resist arbitrary power, slaves, too, could choose “liberty  
or death.” as other historians have demonstrated, this phrase, along with 
the idea that suicide was a tragic if principled alternative to the tyranny of 
slavery, resonated in antislavery writing up through the Civil War.13

Furthermore, these natural rights— both to enjoy liberty and, correspond-
ingly, resist arbitrary authority— were understood differently in relationship 
to enslaved men and women. Just as notions of citizenship in the new United 
States were bifurcated along the lines of sex, the political meanings of suicide 
in antislavery literature were explicitly gendered.14 the suicides of enslaved 
men, for instance, measured not only the denial of natural rights, but also 
the lack patriarchal privilege accorded to them. indeed, this is seen in the 
newspaper account of the protagonist of The Dying Negro: slavery not only  
deprived him of his natural right to freedom, it also robbed him of the patri-
archal privilege to marry. in contrast, the suicides of enslaved women gauged 
their lack of domestic stability and patriarchal protection. Much as in literary 
and dramatic treatments of slave suicide, men might heroically choose self- 
destruction in response to the tyranny of slavery, but women more often pas-
sively or unintentionally sought death. early antislavery writing confirmed 
that the injustices of slavery differed for men and women, who, in turn, re-
sponded to them in distinctly gendered ways in the early republic.
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in contrast to the earliest antislavery activism, later antebellum aboli-
tionism staked its claim on more radically expansive visions of racial equal-
ity as well as demands for slavery’s ends. Yet even as the aims of antislavery 
activists diverged after 1820, suicide by enslaved people remained a per-
sistent theme in abolitionist literature, and specifically in the narratives of 
former slaves. Despite the evolution in the scope and purposes of antislav-
ery organizations, accounts of slave suicide remained linked, as they were 
in revolutionary america, to themes of natural rights and differed along  
lines of gender.15 they also continued to focus on pathos and suffering in 
which episodes of sale and separation, as well as incidents of physical and 
sexual brutality were precipitating events for suicidal ideation in ex- slave 
narratives. Because the accounts so prominent in antebellum abolitionism 
were written or related by former slaves— rather than by abolitionist on-
lookers, however well- intentioned— they carried the force of lived experi-
ence. Narrators revealed their own suicidal ideation, providing uniquely 
personal insight into the experience of slavery and self- destruction. they 
also commented on suicides by other slaves; in doing so, they revealed that 
self- destruction was deeply— and perhaps shockingly, for some readers— 
imbedded in slavery. the narratives of former slaves had an avowedly 
political purpose, in which suicide illustrated the multiple emotional, psy-
chological, and physical tragedies of slavery.

the significance of suicide in antislavery politics, then, has a history that 
begins with the publication of The Dying Negro in 1773 and extends through 
the narratives of former slaves published in the antebellum period. in these 
works, self- destruction by enslaved people was used to represent weaknesses 
of the law and the cruelties of the slave trade, to illuminate contradictions in 
americans’ beliefs about natural rights and Christian morality, to expose a 
host of specific injuries experienced by enslaved people, and to demand hu-
man rights for them. Whatever their precise political intentions, accounts of 
slave self- destruction in antislavery literature also carried meanings related 
to gender, race, and nation. in order to fully capture the diverse political 
implications of slave self- destruction in antislavery efforts, i first examine 
why slave suicide became explicitly politically meaningful in the era of the 
american revolution, and then analyze the implications of slave suicide 
in antislavery writing ranging from The Dying Negro in 1773 to the story of 
anna’s Leap, discussed in the preface, in 1815. i conclude by exploring the 
significances of slave suicide in antebellum slave narratives and interviews 
with ex- slaves from the 1930s. Despite differences in focus and changes over 
time, accounts, images, and representations of enslaved women and men 
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who killed themselves as an alternative to enslavement were powerful and 
enduring forces for political change in the early United States.

in order to understand why the image of the suicidal slave was so compel-
ling and persistent in antislavery writing, it is useful to consider the ways 
in which slave self- destruction animated philosophy, religion, law, and 
politics, both local and national, at the moment of the american found-
ing. Most prominently and enduringly, suicide illustrated the slave’s lack of 
natural rights. Key passages of political philosophy used suicide and slav-
ery to illustrate the meaning of natural rights and liberty most relevant to 
the democratic revolution and originating documents of the United States. 
in The Persian Letters (1721), for instance, French philosophe Baron de  
Montesquieu accepted suicide as a legitimate expression of individual 
liberty. he concluded the volume with the suicide of a slave— roxanna, 
a woman of the seraglio— who sought in death liberation from further 
sexual and patriarchal submission.16 Similarly, english political theorist 
John Locke explicitly used the suicide of a slave to illustrate the meaning 
of natural rights and liberty. although in one instance he wrote that in-
dividuals did not possess the liberty to destroy themselves, in another he 
averred that slavery was an exception to this rule.17 as he argued, whenever 
a slave “finds [that] the hardship of his slavery out- weigh[s] the value of 
his life,” he has the power “by resisting the will of his master, to draw on 
himself the death he desires.” enslaved people may of their own volition 
seek death to end the condition of slavery, a state that, in Locke’s theoreti-
cal formulation, they endured as a penalty for some criminal act or fault 
of their own.18 Suicide, then, constituted the slave’s escape from arbitrary  
power.

in eighteenth- century colonial North america, the natural right to re-
sist arbitrary power was given explicit political force in the language of 
democratic revolution. the rhetorical choice between liberty or death was 
a galvanizing idea during and after the imperial Crisis, one invoked in the 
preface to The Dying Negro, which refers to slavery as the “rights of nature 
invaded.”19 equiano, for instance, “called on death” to free him from slav-
ery and take him to a place, quoting from The Dying Negro, “where slaves 
are free, and men oppress no more.”20 into the antebellum years, black ac-
tivists like David Walker, Frederick Douglass, and henry highland Garnet 
would use the phrase to illustrate the national crime of slavery, defending 
the legitimacy of slave death by suicide as a political and moral choice.21 
those who advocated liberty or death, in effect, overlooked some of the 
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subtleties of Locke’s formulation in favor of his main point: suicide was a 
legitimate choice in response to the tyranny of arbitrary power for slaves; 
since they could not choose liberty, they are permitted to choose death.22 
the revolutionary generation’s use of Locke, especially his formulation of 
a right to be free from arbitrary power, might have been an abstraction.23 
Nonetheless, the idea that liberty meant resisting tyranny— even unto 
death— articulated in the political philosophy and rhetoric that influenced 
the american founding would be particularly salient for abolitionists and 
slaves in the early United States.

if the image of slave suicide was effective for antislavery activists because 
of its resonance with natural rights philosophy, it also gained force from re-
ligious and moral objections to slavery. as early as 1740, George Whitefield 
protested the sinfulness and injuriousness of slavery. in a letter to the 
“inhabitants of Maryland, Virginia, North and South Carolina” published 
in the Pennsylvania Gazette, Whitefield refused to comment on whether or 
not slavery was “lawful,” but he was certain that it was “sinful.” What is 
more, the clergyman continued, “considering what usage” enslaved people 
commonly met with, he wondered “that there were not more instances of 
self- murder among the negroes, or that they have not more frequently rose 
up in arms against their owners.” in his letter, Whitefield suggests that sui-
cide by slaves was part of a holy war, one in which suicide and revolt by en-
slaved people were justifiable responses to their unchristian treatment, to 
the sin of slavery.24 traditional Christian treatises on suicide argued that self- 
destructive acts by soldiers in battle and religious martyrs were exempted 
from definitions of suicide.25 Later, abolitionists and the african american 
press would indeed frame the sectional crisis as precisely a kind of holy war, 
one in which enslaved people’s suffering and deaths, including those that 
were self- inflicted, exemplified martyrdom.26

if representations of slave suicide contradicted ideas about natural rights 
and religiosity in the new United States, they also clashed with the emerg-
ing cultural ethos of anglo- american sensibility. accounts of slave suicide 
stressed emotion and sensation: self- destruction was fostered by the cruel-
ties of the slave trade, the violence of slave owners, and the brutalities of la-
bor regimes; all of these revealed the acute human suffering produced by the 
institution of slavery.27 By the era of the imperial Crisis, some of these kinds 
of representations were front- page news that commented on local politics, 
even in southern papers. For instance, in 1773, the story of the suicide of 
“poor hampshire” appeared in the Virginia Gazette as a means of revealing 
the ruthless, if completely legal, harm that he had endured at the hands 
of his owner, named only by the initials, r.M. according to the story, r.M. 
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had heaped a series of increasingly violent punishments on hampshire; the 
slave endured ear cutting, castration, whipping, and dismemberment of his 
legs. although it seems inconceivable, hampshire managed to run away. 
Upon recapture, the article noted, he “chose to die” rather than “perish by 
his master’s hand,” a choice of suicide over tyrannical authority. Confined 
to a not- too- secure jail, he lit the structure and faced a fiery death.

the newspaper’s explicit description of the suicide of the martyr- like 
hampshire took aim at the cruelty of his master, but it also indicted the fail-
ure of the law, a key theme hammered on by early antislavery activists. the 
piece averred that even a slave like hampshire, who suffered at the hands of 
his “tyrant” owner, ought to have enjoyed the protection of the legal system. 
r.M had “imbrue[ed] his hands with the blood of his miserable slaves” and 
ought to have been “brought to punishment” for his crimes. Despite this 
failure of the law, one way or another, the article warned, the owner would 
be ultimately punished by God, who would rest his judgment on r.M, de-
spite the fact that he had eluded the “force of law.”28 to be a slave meant to 
exist outside of legal protection; because he was denied the law’s protection, 
hampshire’s act of self- destruction was a reasonable response to slavery.  
his story captured the multiple political meanings of slave suicide in early 
america. his suicide highlighted the natural right to resist arbitrary author-
ity, the sinfulness of slavery, the cruelty of slave owners, and the feebleness 
of the law and local authorities to either protect the slave or punish the 
master.

Slave suicide took on a prominent role in national politics in the im-
mediate post- revolutionary period as well, as can be seen in negotiations 
following the treaty of paris in 1783, which ended the american revolution. 
When General George Washington argued that Britain was bound by the 
terms of the treaty to return those slaves who had escaped or were seized by 
the British to their american masters, Governor General Sir Guy Carleton 
refused. When Washington repeated his demand, Carleton replied that the 
treaty terms did not apply to slaves because they were, in fact, no longer 
“property”: they were free men and women and to return them to their mas-
ters would be as good as killing them. as Carleton explained,

a great number of those negroes would have conveyed themselves away and 

been secretly assisted in so doing, on the common principles of humanity in 

spite of his utmost diligence and authority. a further number, possibly very 

great, would have laid violent hands on themselves and, in all likelihood, 

have destroyed their wives and children rather than have been thrown upon a 

fate probably not less severe.29
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those who threatened suicide, according to Carleton, were all men from 
British North america who were prepared to kill themselves rather than 
return to slavery. What is more, the men also asserted that they would slay 
their wives and children, implying that as heads of households— subjects 
bearing natural rights— they controlled the fate of their dependents. While 
we do not know whether these men used the language of “liberty or death,” 
Carleton implies as much when he notes that they would choose to an-
nihilate themselves and their families rather than face a fate “probably not 
less severe.” in short, reenslavement meant death; suicide, in a tragic irony, 
was liberty.

the threats of the enslaved men, as recounted in this exchange, echoed 
connections among slavery, natural rights, and patriarchal privilege that 
had been popularized, as we have seen, by the play Oroonoko. Carleton’s ex-
change also relied on the image of the heroic slave drawn from that play as 
well as from other, equally well- known, antislavery writings like The Dying 
Negro. the exchange also echoed experience: throughout eighteenth- century 
British america, slaves threatened suicide, and they made good on those 
threats, as Washington, a Virginia slave owner, quite likely knew. Carleton’s 
warning was probably partly true. it was also partly rhetorical, built on the 
natural rights talk of the american founding as well as on popular images 
of the suicides of noble slaves.

One could simply write off these exchanges as the political positioning 
of powerful men, neither of whom had the interests of the former slaves at 
heart, but the evidence suggests that the black loyalists had urged Carleton 
to lead an army and reopen hostilities. at least according to one reading, 
they declared that following him, even into death, was preferable to return-
ing to the United States and living as slaves. in effect, they used the language 
of the american founding to question its legitimacy, since slavery remained 
intact in much of the new nation.30 What is clear, however, is that the figure 
of the slave who chose self- destruction over slavery was culturally familiar 
and politically potent; slave suicide powerfully exposed contradictions em-
bodied in the american founding. in that sense, the implications of suicide 
in slavery had become revolutionary.31

Beginning with The Dying Negro, antislavery poetics drew on all of these 
themes in order to attack slavery. regardless of the specific timing or chang-
ing aims and constituencies of antislavery activism, suicide remained an 
especially potent symbol of the gendered injustices of slavery. the self- 
destructive acts of enslaved people illustrated the contradictions between 
natural rights, arbitrary power, and slavery and exposed the paradoxes of 
slaveholding in a Christian republic. Slaves’ acts of suicide revealed the 
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fundamental cruelty at the heart of slavery, a horror that was incompatible 
with an enlightened, rational sensibility, and reflected the failure of the rule 
of law that undergirded democratic republics, including the United States.

While philosophy, religion, cultural, and national politics fueled the 
moral meanings and political efficacy of slave suicide in ways that abolition-
ists would find useful, they, of course, coexisted alongside negative assess-
ments of race and self- destruction. in 1785, the Pennsylvania Evening Herald 
published a series of anecdotes that reflected a confluence of ideas about 
slavery and suicide. the first item captured the fact that the revolution 
and the rise of antislavery crusades had not as yet slowed the commerce in 
slaves, observing the notable prices for “new negroes” in Charleston, 45 to  
50 pounds sterling cash. the second item announced the formation of a 
society to promote the manumission of slaves. the third and most devel-
oped item lamented the african influence on the suicide of free, presumably 
white americans. it was remarkable in its assessment that Christianity was 
not civilizing slaves as much as the implied barbarism of slave religion had, 
in fact, not only infected free white americans, but was an alarming agent 
in their degeneration. as the paper stated it,

Our last paper contained some reflections on the enormity and actual preva-

lence of suicide— sorry we are to find that some more infatuated wretches 

have in different parts put a period to their existence, among whom was a 

Mr. parker, a merchant of Charleston, who shot himself with a pistol on the 

7th instant. it appears, that in the New england states, where this fatal delu-

sion rages with the most fatal violence, many persons have lapsed into such 

a horrible system as to be firmly persuaded that when taken away from their 

country, they shall return thereto by killing themselves. this creed, after hav-

ing abandoned Christianity, they have adopted from the refined negroes.32

the economics of slave sale, the politics of abolitionism, and racialized be-
liefs about the meaning of suicide were compressed together in this short 
series of items. in context, these anecdotes signaled the collision course be-
tween the slave trade and antislavery projects; more importantly, they un-
derscored a common knowledge of— and articulated a disdain for— african 
and african american beliefs that transmigration followed death, even 
when it was self- inflicted.33

the exchanges between Carleton and Washington and the pieces in 
the Pennsylvania Evening Herald reflect the competing political implica-
tions of slave suicide in the early United States. On the one hand slave self- 
destruction was a justifiable act of liberty or death; on the other, it exerted a 
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degenerating influence on the religiosity of european americans. the work 
of the earliest antislavery activists and enactment of gradual emancipation 
statutes in the post- revolutionary North had transformed the political and 
social landscape there and intensified the perception that slavery contra-
dicted the espoused ideals of the United States.34 Yet slavery as a legal, politi-
cal, and social institution in the South remained unchanged. regardless of 
region, moreover, european- american beliefs that slavery was an immoral 
system coexisted with their assumptions about the innate inferiority of 
blacks.35 For instance, a petition made to the Virginia legislature in the wake 
of the revolution acknowledged that blacks had been debased by slavery 
but that gradual manumission might be a means of improving them.36 in an 
odd dovetailing of the aims of pro-  and antislavery advocates, these denun-
ciations based on race, as David Brion Davis has argued, became the “cen-
tral excuse for slavery” for proslavery advocates.37 the Pennsylvania Evening 
Herald’s caustic reference to “refined negroes” reflects how natural rights 
arguments against slavery competed with negative assessments of africans 
and african americans as a race and fears over cultural contamination.38 
these rival viewpoints coexisted up through the eve of the Civil War, in 
part through the figure of the self- destructive slave. Nowhere are these op-
positions better seen than in the history and reception of The Dying Negro, 
which fused these multiple implications of suicide into one of the earliest 
and most influential statements against slavery.

the immediate inspiration for The Dying Negro was a story printed in several 
London newspapers in May 1773. as recounted at the beginning of this chap-
ter, the news item focused on an american slave who had failed in his attempt 
to seek freedom (and marriage) in London and killed himself as he awaited 
transport back to the colonies. three months later, the story crossed the  
atlantic to america, where it was reprinted verbatim in a variety of papers, in-
cluding the Virginia Gazette.39 printed editions of the poem, which appeared 
later that same year, featured a version of the original news item as an epi-
graph or advertisement. the poem was resoundingly popular on both sides 
of the atlantic. it was reviewed favorably in the Gentleman’s Magazine and 
Monthly Review and continued to be published into the nineteenth century.40  
the poem was also the apparent inspiration for several antislavery songs (see 
figure 6.1).41 While these songs capitalized on the popularity of the poem by 
borrowing its title, the lyrics did not actually reference direct suicide but did 
present the slave protagonist as welcoming death. in one version, the chorus 
refrains that “the strong arm of Death is the arm of a Friend.”42
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6.1. Songs were written using The Dying Negro as their title. the lyrics elided  
references to suicide or self- destruction and described death as a welcome friend.  
Source: Music Collections, the British Library Board, London. The Dying Negro:  

A Much Admired New Song, By Mr. Hook. published by him at 
his Musical Circulating Library (Dublin, 1800).



The Dying Negro used the guise of an autobiographical epistle, but its 
protagonist did not, of course, compose the poem. Yet like later eighteenth- 
century slave narratives, most notably the account of Olaudah equiano, The 
Dying Negro recounts the protagonist’s african origins and his capture by 
europeans before describing the cruelty of separation from his homeland 
and the brutality of labor regimes in the americas.43 after suffering these 
hardships, however, he sees a chance for liberty when he travels with his 
owner to London, where, once on British soil, as he believes is his right, he 
runs away to claim his freedom. according a contemporaneous issue of the 
Virginia Gazette, the belief that there was no slavery in england was “preva-
lent” among american slaves.44 in order to allow readers to understand the 
protagonist’s choice of death over slavery, the first chord The Dying Negro 
strikes is the denial of natural rights: the unnamed slave has the right to 
chose death over the tyranny of slavery. as he explains, slavery is an era-
sure of personhood: slavery is like “becoming a thing without a name” in 
a traffic directed by those who lust for gold. he has a natural right to refuse 
the tyranny constituted by that erasure.45 according to Brycchan Carey, this 
was “probably the first time many people had come across” a natural rights 
argument against slavery.46

in addition to the political currency of natural rights philosophy, The 
Dying Negro struck a note with a religious readership as well. the poem 
treats the protagonist’s suicide as a moral response to the sinfulness of slav-
ery.47 Civilized readers were to fear God’s “dreadful mercy”; and yet the un-
named slave’s power to die was depicted as divinely sanctioned. “Flashing 
lightning” is a “dreadful sign” that God approves of the suicide. in the last 
stanza, the slave notes that it was at God’s “great call” that he has “spilt” his 
being.48 the idea that God approved of suicide was a radical one in terms 
of anglo- american law and religion. in this sense, the writers framed the 
slave as a religious martyr who died in the service of a greater good. how 
this played with an anglo- american audience, however, is less than clear. 
in england, where the poem was first published, the traditional penalties 
for suicide— forfeiture, profane burial, postmortem desecration— persisted 
longer than elsewhere in europe, well into the nineteenth century, despite 
escalating arguments for decriminalization.49 Criminal suicide remained on 
the books in some North american jurisdictions until after the american 
revolution.50

at the same time, some phrases in the poem echoed the traditional re-
ligious condemnation of suicide. portions of the poem, for instance, have 
double meanings that reveal tensions between longstanding beliefs that 
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suicide was the worst of deaths and God’s apparent sanction for this par-
ticular slave’s act of self- destruction. the slave imagines a “wretch’s grave” 
upon which “serpents hiss and night- shade blacken,” suggesting revulsion 
and punishment for suicide. he also protests being “dragg’d” across the 
ocean, which may have alluded to the customary dragging of the bodies of 
suicides.51 in the end, however, and as is made clear in the illustration that 
accompanied the poem, The Dying Negro presents the slave’s self- destruction 
as an act that has God’s full approval.

in addition to singling out slavery’s denial of natural rights and its sin-
fulness, The Dying Negro also indicted the failure of the law to protect the 
unnamed protagonist. the immediate legal context for this idea was the 
famous Somerset v. Stewart (1772) case, in which abolitionists used the am-
biguity of slave status in england to raise larger issues about slavery.52 it is 
worth noting that nearly seventy years before Somerset was litigated, Virginia 
lawmakers had given this jurisdictional issue some thought. in 1705 they 
decreed that a slave’s “being in england, shall not be sufficient to discharge” 
her or him from slavery, but it was unclear what force, if any, this law had 
in Great Britain.53 at any rate, the lawsuit centered on the status of James 
Somerset, a man born in africa and forcibly imported to Virginia in 1749, 
where Charles Stewart purchased him. in 1769, Somerset attended his 
owner on a trip to London; after arrival, he ran away but was recaptured by 
Stewart, who intended to ship him to Jamaica. abolitionists interceded with 
a writ of habeas corpus on behalf of Somerset, and his case was remanded to 
the King’s Bench, which allowed that slavery was not supported by english 
common law and, therefore, enslaved people could not be treated as prop-
erty in or removed from england against their will.54 the decision was fol-
lowed closely in British North america; within months accounts of the case 
were reprinted in newspapers ranging from Massachusetts to Virginia, with 
widely varying accuracy.55 Somerset stirred debate in the colonies as well as in 
the metropolitan center of government, and British american planters were 
anxious to clarify the status of slavery in england.56

By including the news item as its epigraph, The Dying Negro directly 
pointed to the Somerset decision— which should have protected the pro-
tagonist— and thereby exposed the glaring failure of the law as a precipi-
tating factor in his suicide. Despite Somerset, the slave protagonist existed 
without legal protection and was subjected to the arbitrary authority of his 
owner; in response, he chose death over the tyranny of slavery. Slave owners 
who read the news item on which The Dying Negro was based may have felt 
reassured by the knowledge that the terms of Somerset were basically unen-
forced. if the law in england had any potency with regard to slavery, this 
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unnamed enslaved man would not have been carried on board ship to be 
sent back to British North american slavery. this was precisely the political 
point that the poem’s writers hoped to raise.

the cruelty of slavery was also measured through the protagonist’s loss 
of companionship. Like natural rights, sentiments and feelings were un-
derstood as an essential part of the self in society; and the loss of com-
panionship was expected to be an empathetic point of connection with an 
enlightened, sensible readership.57 having suffered through capture and 
enslavement, the protagonist experienced a brief moment of freedom in 
the form of romantic love, only to find himself barred from marriage and 
facing a return to slavery in america. if slavery robbed him of liberty— of 
self- ownership— it also denied to him the companionship of marriage— a 
further spur to suicidal despair. For a readership of largely free individuals, 
this personal loss may have induced a large share of sympathy. as the pro-
tagonist states:

ere yet this hand a life of torment close,

and end by one determin’d stroke my woes,

is there a fond regret, which moves my mind

to pause, and cast a ling’ring look behind?

— O my lov’d bride!— for i have call’d thee mine,

Dearer than life, whom i with life resign,

For thee ev’n here this faithful heart shall glow,

a pang shall rend me, and a tear shall flow.— 

For all of its protests against slavery, however, the poem stops short of de-
manding racial equality because the death of the protagonist forecloses the 
possibility of a racially mixed marriage. the newspaper accounts identify 
the protagonist’s betrothed as a white woman, and the poem describes her  
as a “gentle virgin” with “glowing features,” “winning softness,” and “languid  
eyes.” their relationship was depicted as companionate: she did not despise 
the enslaved man by whose side she performed domestic labor but, rather, 
was his “mistress and a friend.”58 antislavery accounts often linked the de-
nial of natural rights and patriarchal privilege with the loss of romantic and 
marital love. Few of them, however, suggested that those affections should 
cross the color line.

perhaps this in part accounts for the circulation, reprinting, and popular-
ity of The Dying Negro: the death of the protagonist does not ask readers to 
imagine a sexually consummated, racially mixed marriage. The Dying Negro 
may have linked slave suicide to Christian objections to slavery, natural 
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rights philosophy, and enlightenment sentiment, but it also reflected pre-
vailing legal and cultural prohibitions against love and marriage across the 
color line. as philip Gould writes, having achieved the “moral high ground,” 
the convention of african suicide “manages cultural fears of degeneration” 
through the death of the protagonist.59 On one hand, suicide in early anti-
slavery activism is used as an index of injustice but, on the other, it does not 
imagine a society characterized by racial coexistence.

in all of these ways, The Dying Negro makes the act of suicide by an en-
slaved man into a politically principled, spiritually sanctioned, morally 
laudable, and emphatically sentimental act. it drew on classical models of 
heroism and ideals of masculine virtue and affirmed a natural rights un-
derstanding of human freedom with which slavery was incompatible. the 
protagonist’s self- inflicted death was a metaphor of liberation, as first Locke 
and then the american revolutionaries had affirmed.60 the poem also ap-
pealed to spiritual values with God’s approbation of the protagonist’s act 
of self- destruction and shocked readers’ sensibilities through its depictions  
of suffering and the cruelty of lost dreams of domestic stability. the pro-
tagonist’s heroism and endurance of distress are meant to elicit the readers’ 
empathy for his act of self- destruction and, at the same time, his suicide 
contains fears about racial mixing.

the illustrations that accompanied The Dying Negro and other antislav-
ery literature encapsulate these tensions between honorable resistance to 
tyranny and assumptions about slave inferiority. the various images feature 
a man who, whether he is depicted on the african savannah or in the hold 
of a ship, wears a clout or loincloth. the depictions emphasize the classical 
physical perfection of the male form; his musculature reflects his strength 
and telegraphs his virtue. the artist also changed the instrument of suicide 
for dramatic effect, depicting the use of a dagger, which was likely an al-
lusion to Cato.61 in the first example (figure 6.2), the figure is set against a 
landscape that features other images of the cruelties of slavery— separation 
of mother and child, labor regimes, corporal punishment— that appeal to 
the sentiments of the onlookers. the second version (figure 6.3) was more 
direct and radical in its indictment. against the figure of the heroic male, in 
contrast, allusions to commerce in the background connect the slave trade 
and suicide. the deck of the ship is visible along with ordnance, store, and 
crew; the Union Jack flies in the background, while next to the slave, there 
is evidence of the poetic epistle, his suicide note. these elements both con-
textualize suicide as part of the slave trade and allude to the rationality of 
the slave who provides a written account of his reasons for destroying him-
self. in contrast, the image that accompanied John Gorton’s poem, Tuba to 
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Sebal: The Negro Suicide (figure 6.4), published in 1797, reverts to a more 
pastoral setting.

the images that capture the enslaved male figure in the moment of choos-
ing death over slavery are distinctive compared to other representations of 
male suicides from the period. For instance, peyron’s portrayal of the death 
of Seneca (1773) is much less a study in physicality, although he too is de-
picted with a flowing wrap around his groin. Seneca’s suicide takes place in 
an interior setting, accompanied by supporters and mourners (figure 6.5).  
in contrast, The Dying Negro stands outside, in a landscape, alone, a tableau 

6.2. thomas Day’s poem sentimentalized the theme of slave suicide and enjoyed wide  
publication across the anglo- atlantic beginning in 1773. Source: thomas Day, The  

Dying Negro, a Poetical Epistle supposed to be written by a Black (Who lately shot himself on  
board a vessel in the river Thames;) to his intended Wife (London, 1775). this item is 

reproduced by permission of  the huntington Library, San Marino, California.
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that persisted into the nineteenth century, as we see in the 1838 illustration 
of the suicide of the slave paul, who hung himself with twisted hickory bark 
(figure 6.6). the physical beauty and emotional expressiveness of The Dying 
Negro figures is meant to reflect the courage, virtue, and morality of slave 
self- destruction. in contrast, paul’s mangled body, a testimony to his suffer-
ing, hangs inertly. he is depicted as beyond resistance, and his corpse is left 
hanging— a punishment for suicide— until the “flesh fell from the bones or 
was torn off by birds.”62 antislavery illustrations like The Dying Negro, Tubal 
to Seba, and The Suicide of Paul variously align the enslaved male subjects 

6.3. The Dying Negro, frontispiece, 1793. Source: thomas Day, The Dying Negro, a  
Poetical Epistle supposed to be written by a Black (Who lately shot himself on board a  

vessel in the river Thames;) to his intended Wife (London, 1773). this item is 
reproduced by permission of the Library Company of philadelphia.
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6.4. Tubal to Seba: The Negro Suicide. the suicide of enslaved men was a persistent theme  
in antislavery poetics. Source: General reference Collection, the British Library 
Board, London. John Gorton, Tubal to Seba: The Negro Suicide (London, 1797).

with nature, savagery, and violence, even as they convey admiration for their 
classical form and principled aims and sympathize with their suffering.

Well into the early nineteenth century, the figure of the virtuous slave 
who chose an honorable death in resistance to tyranny was gendered male in 
antislavery writing. For instance in 1803, an anonymously published pam-
phlet, Reflections on Slavery, With Recent Evidence of its Inhumanity, tells the 
story of the enslaved romain and his unnamed wife who had escaped from 
Saint Domingue to North america. their owner intended to ship them back 
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to the Caribbean, and with harsh memories of slavery, the couple plan to 
save their child from such a fate; his wife escapes with the infant and romain 
faces shipment to the Caribbean alone. as he contemplated this situation, 
romain became “maddened,” “rendered desperate,” and “complicated by 
misery.” With his “faculties benumbed by oppression,” he seized a prun-
ing knife and slashed his throat three times, the repetition fostered by his 
“dread” that a spark of life should remain and he be revived.63

the illustration that accompanied the pamphlet offers a contrast to The 
Dying Negro because the landscape in Reflections on Slavery is urban. that 
visual fact indicted the domestic slave trade and illustrated its troubling im-
plications for its readership in the United States.64 Moreover, the centrality 
of commerce to romain’s story can also be seen in the image that accom-
panied the pamphlet. the ordinary street scene, with its orderly geometric 
panes of urban architecture— bricks, panes, shutters— frames the separation 

6.5. Depictions of the suicides of classical male figures share some features with those of 
slaves but typically frame their subjects within doors amidst a commiserating community. 

here Seneca catches his blood over a tub, while others weep, while, in contrast, suicidal 
slaves spill their blood on the earth in isolation. Source: Seneca Committing Suicide in a Bath, 
J. F. p. peyron, 1773. this item is reproduced by permission of Wellcome Library, London.
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of the family (figure 6.7a). in contrast to The Dying Negro, here the enslaved 
individuals are rendered in middle- class clothing in order to emphasize 
their respectability. the violent self- destruction of romain was brought on 
as a result of the slave commerce, itself symbolized by the largest element in 
the image, the carriage awaiting its human cargo.

however, if suicide symbolized the fact that enslaved men unjustly ex-
isted outside of the newly minted social contract, enslaved women often 
existed only on the margins of the earliest antislavery literature. the illustra-
tion for Reflections on Slavery visually gestures to this gendered difference: 
romain’s wife and child literally depart from the narrative; the wife is at  
the edge of the frame, her fate secondary to its message (figure 6.7b). Sim-
ilarly, in the 1770s, abbé raynal recast the Caribbean- based “a Kind of  Wild  
tragedy,” discussed in the last chapter, for antislavery purposes. the un-
named enslaved woman who appears in the story is not the subject of ex-
plicit remark, save for her beauty and obedience to men.65

in these early examples of antislavery writing, enslaved women are either 
absent from the narrative (Dying Negro), dead (“Wild tragedy”), or disap-
pearing (Reflections). When antislavery poetics focused on women, they of-
ten centered on themes of dependency and possession: that is, to whom, 
other than the slaveholder, does the enslaved woman belong? in Scene in 

6.6. the American Anti- Slavery Almanac for 1838 illustrated the suicide of the slave paul,  
who, according to fellow slave Charles Ball, had “suffered so much in slavery that he  

chose to encounter the hardships and perils of a runaway. he exposed himself, in gloomy  
forests, to cold and starvation, and finally hung himself, that he might not again fall  

into the hands of his tormentor.” Source: Nathaniel Southard, ed., American Anti- Slavery  
Almanac for 1838 (Boston, 1838). this item is reproduced by permission 

of  the huntington Library, San Marino, California.
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the West Indies (1783), for instance, an enslaved couple seeks to leave the 
bitterness of slavery. as Francis calls Myrtilla to join him, she hesitates, “i 
am that cruel white- man’s slave by right,/and dare i wander in your arms 
away?” Convinced that she belongs to her beloved, she joins him and to-
gether they “headlong plung’d” off a cliff.66 another early example, Avenia 
(1805), relates the story of an enslaved african princess who plunged from a 
cliff after having been raped by her master. her suicide became the occasion 

6.7.a– b humanitas, Reflections on Slavery; with  
Recent Evidence of its Inhumanity. philadelphia,  
1803. Source: this item is reproduced by permission 
of the Library Company of philadelphia.
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for a revolt of other slaves who seek revenge for the violations, both rape 
and enslavement, that she suffered. the subtitle of the poem refers to the 
“infringement” on the “rights of Man”; those rights will have been attained 
only when women like avenia are protected from the slave trade.67

in early republican antislavery print, representations of enslaved men’s 
and women’s suicides paralleled the gender bifurcation found in theories of 
natural rights and the privileges and practices associated with male citizen-
ship in the wake of the american, French, and haitian revolutions. in the era 
of democratic revolutions, rights accrued to free male subjects; in antislavery 
literature, the argument is that at least some if not all of these rights ought 
to accrue to all men, privileges that depend in part upon the subordination 
of women subjects. the gender dynamics in early antislavery literature cor-
respond to larger political developments under way in eighteenth- century 
america, especially the exclusion of women from the public sphere. as Mary  
Beth Norton has argued, the proper place for eighteenth- century anglo- 
american women was “positioned apart from the public realm.”68 By cod-
ing enslaved women’s suicides to conform to this cultural model, antislavery 
poetics aimed to reach a wider audience.

the emphasis on female dependency, domesticity, and passivity, how-
ever, did not prevent accounts of enslaved women’s suicides from emerging 
as powerful forces for political change in the early United States. a turn-
ing point in this regard was the story of anna’s leap in 1815, recounted 
in the preface (figure 6.8). here too there is a pattern: in contrast to men, 
accounts of women’s suicides were depicted as less intentional— they leap 
out of windows rather than draw knives across their throats. the account 
of anna’s attempted suicide was used in an effort to redirect the national 
conversation on slavery and became a local and national controversy after 
abolitionist Jesse torrey interviewed her in 1816. her story was published 
as part of torrey’s exposé on slavery in Washington, D.C.; it ignited a “na-
tional debate” and created a “national consciousness” about the human 
damage done by slave trafficking in the nation’s capital.69 Specifically, that 
damage was to motherhood, as anna’s story made clear. She explained 
that she jumped out the window to avoid being sold to Georgia and sepa-
rated from her husband and children: “they brought me away with two 
of my children, and would’nt let me see my husband— they did’nt sell my  
husband, and i didn’t want to go.”70 She did not say that she was trying to 
kill herself; perhaps such a conscious act of self- destruction would have ap-
peared less feminine. rather, her account emphasizes the unintentionality 
of her act. She was not attempting a felo de se or deliberately trying to kill 
herself, but, rather, she leapt out of the window because she was confused 

the Meaning of Suicide in antislavery politics / 143



and distracted. these words illustrated a non compos mentis state, an “alien-
ation of mind” that rendered her “frantic or destitute of the use of reason.”71 
Yet if depictions of enslaved women’s suicides proved to be political power-
ful, this would be the model that they would follow.

anna’s attempt at suicide stirred Virginia representative John randolph, a 
supporter of slavery, to argue for the formation of a committee to investigate 

6.8. this illustration, which appeared in the antislavery tract A Portraiture of  
Domestic Slavery in the United States, focuses on the separation of mother and child  

that led the former to suicide. Source: Jesse torrey, A Portraiture of Domestic 
Slavery in the United States (philadelphia, 1817). this item is reproduced 

by permission of  the huntington Library, San Marino, California.
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the “inhuman and illegal” slave trade in Washington, D.C. earlier legisla-
tion from 1794 and 1812 had prohibited the sale of slaves in the nation’s 
capital, but traders regularly sold slaves in alexandria and housed them 
in Washington taverns or hotels. the large numbers of slaves marching 
through the city indicated a thriving slave market.72 randolph was in a deli-
cate position because he supported slavery, and his speech made it clear that 
any prospective legislation would not compromise the slave owners’ rights 
to their human property. however, since most slaves brought through the 
capital were either purchased from “cruel masters” or kidnapped, or were 
free blacks who had been illegally sold into slavery, the city had become 
a “depot” for “nefarious traffic.” Much of his argument— his speech did 
not mention anna by name, but the committee also heard torrey recount 
her story in his deposition— focused on slaves who were separated from 
spouses and children.73

although randolph’s committee achieved no concrete results, anna’s 
story and others like it put forth by the first generations of american an-
tislavery activists in the wake of the american revolution raised troubling 
doubts about the moral economy of slavery and, more particularly, the con-
sequences of the domestic traffic in human beings throughout the United 
States.74 in the future, slave narratives would not be limited to the “struggle 
of men throwing off their chains,” but they also addressed slavery’s impact 
on domestic relations, and, specifically, on women.75 thenceforth, for both 
enslaved men and women, suicide came to illustrate the injustices of slav-
ery along distinctly gendered lines. For men, self- destruction illustrated the 
denial of natural rights and the weaknesses of the law; for women, suicide 
exemplified a lack of patriarchal protection. Yet in the hands of antislavery 
activists, these gendered representations of self- inflicted death would pow-
erfully illustrate the suffering caused by slavery to increasingly larger audi-
ences, particularly as women assumed a central place in antislavery efforts 
in the second decade of the nineteenth century.76 By the 1830s, abolitionist 
reformers like William Lloyd Garrison consciously worked to recruit women 
to the antislavery movement.77

the story of anna can be seen as a transitional moment in the politics 
of slave suicides in abolitionist print. as antislavery constituencies, aims, 
and tactics evolved in the early United States, so did the movement’s use 
of suicide by enslaved people. the earliest phase of anglo- american aboli-
tionism, from roughly 1773 through the 1820s, used suicide to expose the 
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injustices of the atlantic and domestic slave trades. initially, the antislavery 
movement comprised an elite, mostly male group of activists. their tactics 
were directed largely at raising legal questions over the free status of indi-
viduals, as in the case of protagonist of The Dying Negro; attacking the trans-
atlantic slave trade in depictions like those offered by equiano; depicting  
the cruelty of masters or the sinfulness of slavery as in hampshire’s story; 
or invoking the suffering wrought by domestic sale, as in torrey’s account 
of anna’s leap. this tradition of antislavery reform did not always attack 
slavery as an institution; it was gradualist and conservative.78 Beginning 
in the 1820s, in contrast, formerly enslaved and other free black women 
and men, as well as white women, entered the ranks of the abolitionists in  
increasing numbers and changed the nature of antislavery print culture, in-
cluding its treatment of suicide.79 in addition, after Nat turner’s rebellion 
in 1831 and particular in the 1840s, a radical wing of antislavery activists 
emerged, demanding an immediate end to slavery. they declared a “virtual 
war” in which slavery, rather than suicide, was a “sin against God and a 
Crime against man.”80 Suicide by enslaved people continued to measure the 
multiple injustices of slavery, but the shift from the imperial to the national 
stage and the evolution of abolitionism altered the political and gendered 
implications of suicide by enslaved people.81

Of profound importance to post- 1820s abolitionism were narratives 
written by formerly enslaved men and women that focused on the lived 
experience of slavery— and suicide— as a principal means of igniting the 
antislavery cause. Slave narratives had their genesis in the eighteenth cen-
tury. Over sixty- five autobiographies were published in separate book or 
pamphlet form between 1740 and 1865, but the genre grew in numbers, 
scale, and scope after 1840.82 the focus on the experiences of enslaved men 
and women is evident from their titles: words like History, Narrative, and 
Incidents conveyed the emphasis on the life stories of slaves. promoted and 
published by antislavery organizations, slave narratives were widely read 
across and outside of the United States. For instance, Olaudah equiano’s 
Interesting Narrative (1789) went through thirty- six editions by 1850; Mary 
prince’s History of Mary Prince went into three printings when it was issued 
in 1831; similarly, the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American 
Slave, Written By Himself sold 30,000 copies between 1845, when it was 
first published, and 1850.83 the authenticity of life history appealed to 
nineteenth- century readers who understood that the narratives divulged the 
consciousness of formerly enslaved american men and women and revealed 
the “truth” about slavery. in particular, the “epic character of individuals 
who first willed their own freedom, then wrote the story proved irresistible” 

146 / Chapter Six



to readers across the United States and Great Britain.84 Collectively, pre– 
Civil War slave narratives form a history of slavery from the viewpoint of 
enslaved people themselves. Despite often being formulaic parables of good 
and evil that served as “effective abolitionist propaganda,” these life stories 
were intended to expose the injustices of slavery, including slaves’ reasons 
for suicide.85

While antebellum slave narratives shared experiential and ideological 
continuities with their revolutionary- era forebears, they also fundamentally 
changed the basis for understanding suicide in slavery. First, slave narratives 
treated suicide as only one in a range of possible events in the lives of en-
slaved people. as in earlier antislavery poetics, self- destruction measured the 
deprivation of natural rights endured by slaves, emphasized their suffering, 
and exposed the incompatibility of slavery with an enlightened Christian 
democratic republic, often through distinctly gendered lenses. however, 
because the narratives embedded suicide in the extraordinary and every-
day experiences of former southern slaves, discussions of self- destruction 
were given more authenticity and power than found in earlier accounts and 
pointed to the quotidian experience of suicide as a fundamental part of 
slavery. earlier antislavery literature like The Dying Negro asked readers to 
contemplate a single, seemingly isolated and limited act of self- destruction. 
Second, antebellum slave narratives provided a crucial shift in perspective 
because they presented accounts of suicide from the enslaved individual’s 
viewpoint. in the earliest examples of abolitionist literature, white authors 
imagined or transcribed the subjectivities of enslaved protagonists. Framing 
through the viewpoints of often anonymous sympathetic onlookers, rather 
than through enslaved subjects themselves, obscured the distinction be-
tween the enslaved person as human subjects and objects of pity. in con-
trast to the earliest depictions of suicide in antislavery materials, those of 
the later period gave representations of self- destruction the political force 
of lived experience.

third, and perhaps most important, slave narratives reframed the mean-
ing of self- destruction in slavery through the triumph of the narrator. in 
the earliest examples of abolitionist poetics, the suicides of enslaved men 
and women brought an end to the story, foreclosing the possibility of black 
freedom, not to mention equality or citizenship. even anna, who was dis-
abled by her fall, exists more as an object of curiosity than as a free subject, 
although her story is certainly given moral weight through her survival. in 
contrast, in the antebellum narratives of former slaves, protagonists pre-
vailed by escaping slavery and telling their stories. Slave narratives include 
admissions of suicidal thoughts and descriptions of self- destructive actions, 
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but precisely because the narrator survived, suicide does not forestall— as it 
did in revolutionary- era abolitionist poetics— the possibility of freedom, 
the prospect of citizenship and racial equality, or the hope of domestic 
stability.

the framework of survival allowed narrators not only to bear witness to 
their own thoughts of self- destruction, but also to expose and memorial-
ize the suicides of other enslaved people. Narrators made suicide a point 
of reference for conveying the brutal realities, emotional vicissitudes, and 
political injustices of slavery. this can be seen in their use of specific cir-
cumstances or themes in relationship to suicide. along with the african 
american press, Mark S. Schantz argues, slave narratives used suicide in 
order to “identify specific features of the slave system that critics found 
reprehensible.” Similarly, richard Bell maintains that beatings, sale, and es-
cape were three of the “most generic scenes” in abolitionist print that were 
linked to suicide. While these and other themes suited the avowedly politi-
cal agenda of abolitionism, it is also the case, as David Silkenat observes, 
that these accounts reflect former slaves’ attitudes toward suicide.86

Despite their formulaic qualities, however, the narratives of former 
slaves drew on the long history of suicide in slavery, embedded it in the 
framework of lived experience, and infused it with renewed political power. 
the narratives heightened the tragedy of slave suicide by measuring the tri-
umph of protagonists, both men and women, who escaped slavery with 
their lives against others who died by suicide— or contemplated destroying 
themselves. in doing so, these narratives used suicide to illustrate all that 
it meant to survive slavery: the suffering that led some slaves to self- inflict 
death was tantamount to that which had been endured by the protagonists. 
Narratives maintained the earlier antislavery emphasis on natural rights and 
patriarchal privilege by focusing on slavery’s impact on domestic relations, 
offering personal accounts of suicide that often differed, as they had in the 
earlier periods, along the lines of gender. Yet to a greater extent than before, 
the rise of female- authored narratives moved enslaved women to the center 
of the antislavery debate and brought attention to their unique struggles 
under slavery. 

these gendered dimensions of suicide are reflected in the distinct ways 
that men and women wrote about self- destruction. While men like Charles 
Ball (Slavery in the United States, 1837) openly contemplated suicide, women 
more typically courted death indirectly. this was a longstanding theme in 
abolitionist print culture: romain deliberately drew a knife across his throat, 
but anna jumped out of a window, afterwards saying that she did not mean 
to do so; these methods were inflected by understandings of masculinity, 
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femininity, and gender. Similarly, in antebellum narratives, formerly en-
slaved women wrote that they wanted to die, but they did not discuss di-
rectly inflicting death on themselves. Similar associations between women 
and a more passive, indirect form of suicide can be found in autobiographies 
written by enslaved men. in addition, while suicide as a response to sale can 
be found repeatedly in slave narratives, women’s choices to die by suicide 
also were fostered by sexual exploitation— concubinage, rape, and sexual 
assault— that men typically did not discuss in relation to themselves.87 these 
stories revealed the experiences of women in slavery and were effective in 
eliciting the sympathies of northern white women as well.88

Solomon Northup in Twelve Years a Slave (1853), for instance, related 
the story of patsey, the “slave of a licentious master and a jealous mistress.” 
patsey did not directly attempt suicide; rather, she requested that Northup 
assist her in putting an end to her life. as he relates, she gave him “bribes 
to put her secretly to her death, and bury her body in some lonely place in 
the margin of the swamp.” Northup refused to assist patsey in obtaining 
death, although later, after she was whipped relentlessly, he concluded that 
it would have been “blessed” if she had died. From that beating forward, 
he tells us, the “burden of a deep melancholy weighed heavily on her spir-
its.”89 patsey wanted to die, but she did not want to kill herself. Similarly, in 
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861), North Carolinian harriet Jacobs, 
who was pursued by her owner and punished by his wife unremittingly, also 
sought death passively. in response to sexual coercion, she wrote that she of-
ten “prayed for death”; after one beating she needed a physician’s assistance, 
but she “begged” her friends to let her die rather than “call a doctor.”90 these 
themes intersected with cultural models of gender differences.

Nineteenth- century medical experts agreed (as they do today) that men, 
across racial groups, are more likely to seek death by violent means and to 
achieve death by suicide.91 Charles Ball relates the story of paul, a newly 
imported african and serial runaway who hanged himself rather than suffer  
another beating; as Ball remarked, paul was now “beyond the reach of his  
master’s tyranny.”92 Similarly, in his 1857 narrative, austin Steward re-
counted the story of an unnamed escaped man who, when faced with the 
possibility of return, “rightly thought death was far preferable” to reenslave-
ment. aboard a steamer from albany to New York, the man fatally cut his 
throat.93 Women were (and continue to be) understood to be less capable of 
killing themselves. Compare, for instance, the following accounts. in 1831, 
Caribbean- born Mary prince related an incident in which her owner tied 
her to a ladder and gave her one hundred lashes for breaking a jar. She 
contemplated suicide indirectly, noting only that she “wished more than 
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ever to die.”94 harriet Jacobs does provide an example that contradicts fe-
male passivity in seeking suicide; she related the story of an unnamed wet 
nurse whose mistress had ordered her stripped and whipped; the enslaved 
women took flight to “escape the degradation and the torture” and “rushed 
to the river, jumped in, and ended her wrongs in death.”95 Yet Jacobs does 
not confess that she ever considered such a direct act of self- destruction, 
and thereby she maintains moral authority in her story by conforming to 
prevailing medical models and cultural assumptions about the gender of 
suicide. the accounts that emphasize the passivity of patsey, harriet Jacobs, 
and Mary prince in particular, would have made their experiences more 
meaningful to a female readership.

in antislavery literature that addresses rape in unequivocal terms, how-
ever, enslaved women were depicted as actively choosing the power to die. 
Lewis hayden was an escaped slave from Kentucky who moved to Boston, 
where he became an abolitionist leader and later a state representative.96 in 
1857, he related the story of his mother, who was subjected to the attentions 
of a man “who made proposals of a base nature to her.” She refused him, 
but he declared that “she need not be so independent.” as he threatened to 
do, he purchased and raped her. according to hayden, his mother refused 
to live with her owner, but he raped, flogged, and punished her until at 
last she began to have “crazy turns.” the beating and rape broke her mind 
periodically, and she “tried to kill herself many times,” at least once with a 
knife and once by hanging. at moments of lucidity, temporarily recovering 
from the trauma of sexual violence, however, she related her story to her 
son.97 in effect, he witnessed her abuse and passed her story along as part 
of his own history of slavery. Other accounts suggest that death by suicide 
was viewed as preferable to sexual dishonor for enslaved women, reflecting 
a longstanding literary theme of suicide in response to sexual violation. 
William Craft’s 1860 narrative of his escape with his wife recounts the story 
of the enslaved antoinette who avoided rape by breaking loose from her 
attacker and “pitch[ing] herself head foremost through the window” to her 
“bruised but unpolluted” death. the moralizing detail suggested that sui-
cide was preferable to rape.98 Unlike enslaved people who killed themselves 
upon occasions of sale, suicide in response to rape or sexual harms did not 
often appear in litigation, probably because it was not a crime to rape an en-
slaved woman. One legal case alleged that “improper and cruel treatment” 
drove an unnamed enslaved woman to drown herself; this may have been 
an indirect reference to sexual abuse.99

Still other narratives emphasized women’s roles as moral guardians 
and therefore, more likely to obey Christian prohibitions against suicide. 
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For instance, harriet Jacobs’s uncle Benjamin ran away; upon recapture 
he “broke away” from his pursuers and considered “casting himself in the 
river.” he was stopped, however, by thoughts of his mother, a statement that 
reflects an appeal to the prevalent cultural understanding of women— even 
enslaved women— as spiritual leaders of the family. When he confessed his 
thoughts of suicide to her, she advised him to endure slavery and trust God; 
in reply, he said that he could not because he lacked her goodness.100 after 
he escaped to New York, he reflected back on his thoughts of suicide and 
remembered it differently. he considered that “in the old jail he had not val-
ued” his life. “Once he was tempted to destroy it; but something, he did not 
know what, had prevented him; perhaps it was fear. he had heard those who 
profess to be religious declare there was no heaven for self- murderers.” this 
knowledge of Christian beliefs may have been conveyed through the “good-
ness” of his mother. Yet safely on free ground, he also satirized the idea 
that suicide would lead to hell. he noted that “as [his] life had been pretty 
hot [on earth], he did not desire a continuation of the same in another  
world.”101

Sale and separation of spouses and children, however, continued to 
foster suicidal ideation in slaves, regardless of their sex. Charles Ball, for 
instance, considered suicide when he was sold away from his wife and chil-
dren in Virginia. although he admitted that he “longed to die” when the 
sale was made, because he was chained for transport, “even the wretched 
privilege of destroying myself was denied to me.”102 his suffering was tem-
pered with resolve, however, and he concluded that somehow his situation 
would improve. after all, having been sold and separated from his children 
and wife, how could his circumstances possibly worsen? Doubts began to 
gnaw at him, however. passing though Virginia and North Carolina, he de-
scribed a wasteland of deserted farms, an abandoned landscape where to-
bacco crops had depleted the soil, and landowners had departed for better 
prospects. the wasteland was spiritual as well; even the church stood empty. 
Slavery was literally and figuratively destroying the land and dispersing the 
families it sustained. When Ball arrived in South Carolina, he was filled with 
dread; he understood the state to be a “bottomless pit” and a “horrid” place 
where slavery was a “hundred fold worse” than it had been in Maryland.103 
here again, he was plagued with suicidal thoughts. he wrote that he “seri-
ously meditated on self- destruction,” and had he been “at liberty to get a 
rope,” he would have “hanged [himself ].”104

Ball not only revealed his own suicidal thoughts; he also reflected on 
the psychologies that fostered self- destruction in other enslaved men and 
women. Slaves considered suicide, he poignantly argued, “from the dreadful 
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apprehension of future evil.” he experienced this dread firsthand upon 
his arrival in South Carolina; he described the onset of a kind of intoler-
able anxiety that “harassed and harrowed” him.105 Ball suggests, not unlike 
anna’s description of her confusion and distraction in 1815, that profound 
uncertainty over the future fostered thoughts of self- harm. the horrors of 
being sold south or “down the river,” as it was often phrased, loomed large 
in antebellum slave narrators’ discussions of suicide, regardless of gender. 
emotional separation from family and kin, the psychological terror of un-
certainty, and the physical deprivation and corporal punishment associated 
with sale and transport were circumstances in which some enslaved men 
and women were haunted with thoughts of self- destruction.106

Owners and speculators also understood that slaves chose death by sui-
cide as an alternative to sale and transportation. the issue was not only abo-
litionist propaganda; or, to put it another way, the propaganda was based 
on authentic experience. in 1836, for instance, Samuel Williams of paris, 
Kentucky, purchased an enslaved man to sell “down the river” and confined 
him to the jail for safekeeping. When Williams returned the next day, the 
slave had hanged himself.107 although Williams wrote that the hanging was 
a “sad incident,” he meant that it was unfortunate for him; he compared  
his losses in property to the suffering of Job. he also suggested that the 
man’s suicide was no isolated event. this was “about the tenth [slave] we 
have lost and like to [lose].” “about the tenth” was a curiously vague phrase 
for a speculator concerned with numbers and values, but Williams may have 
been suggesting that some if not all of the slaves died by suicide.108 the in-
cident may have made him cautious as well and perhaps even fearful that 
other slaves might follow suit. two weeks after the unnamed man’s death, 
Williams wrote to his son that he had proposed shipping south two of his 
slaves, adam and Sandy, but they declined, he reported, objecting too much 
“to going down the river.” Williams could have forced the issue, surely, but 
as they were “so old” doing so “hardly seem[ed] worth while.”109

the connection between slave suicide and domestic sale was also raised 
as a matter of law in antebellum courtrooms. Owners sued to recover their 
losses when recently purchased enslaved men and women killed them-
selves.110 these suicides raised legal questions: who was responsible for slave 
death by suicide? Did self- destruction void the financial contract between 
buyer and seller? For example, in 1857 in alabama, the enslaved ellick 
hanged himself after being sold away from his wife. he and his wife were 
aware of the transaction and asked their owner to rescind it, which he had 
done previously and attempted to do again in this case. When the buyer re-
fused, ellick killed himself.111 the trauma of separation from family and the 
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dire prospect of heading south were sources of terror for slaves, regardless of 
whether the trip was to be made with a new owner, like ellick, or by coffle, 
as with Charles Ball, or by boat, as was intended for Samuel Williams’ en-
slaved man. Separation from family and community and sale to the South 
fostered self- destructive thoughts and outright suicide. Ball thought about 
hanging himself not only because he feared the deprivation and rigors of 
cotton planting, but also because he believed at that point that he had “no 
hope of ever again seeing my wife and children, or revisiting the scenes of 
my youth.”112 in slave narratives, abolitionist fiction like Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 
and the african american press, as well as in planters’ accounts and court-
rooms, sale and suicide were inextricably linked together.113

it is also the case that many slaves who authored narratives in the antebel-
lum era did not fault those who chose the power to die by suicide. although  
Charles Ball, harriet Jacobs, and Frederick Douglass agreed that slave sui-
cide was a “frequent occurrence” in the South, only Douglass cautioned 
slaves not to “abandon yourselves, as have many thousands of american 
slaves, to the crime of suicide.”114 Yet even he would eventually endorse sui-
cide as a principled alternative to slavery, a stance associated with radical 
antislavery activism in the 1840s and 1850s.115 Similarly, Charles Ball argued 
that self- destruction was “much more frequent among the slaves in the cot-
ton region than is generally supposed,” adding that, based on his own expe-
rience of anguish over separation from his family and despair occasioned by 
domestic sale, he did not “marvel” that the slaves who were “driven to the 
south” often destroyed themselves. he also flatly stated that suicide by slaves 
did not violate the “precepts of religion, nor of the laws of God.”116 Likewise, 
elizabeth Keckley was matter- of- fact about the death of her uncle, but it was 
a story that had been “strongly impressed” upon her by her mother. he had 
hanged himself, choosing suicide over imminent punishment for losing a 
second set of plow lines. When her mother went to the spring one the morn-
ing for a pail of water, “looking up into the willow tree which shaded the 
bubbling crystal stream, she discovered the lifeless form of her brother sus-
pended beneath one of the strong branches.” Keckley ended her reflection 
with the ambiguous statement that slavery had “its dark side as well as its 
bright side.” in the preceding pages, Keckley has recounted a beating she 
received as a young girl, the permanent separation of her parents, and her 
impressions of the first slave sale that she ever witnessed; she has also re-
called that her master’s “heart” softened over time. Do these events place 
her uncle’s suicide on slavery’s dark or bright side? it is difficult to know, but 
in any case, she does not condemn his act of self- destruction or assign to it 
negative spiritual consequences.117
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the lack of negative assessments of slave suicide can also be seen in the 
oral histories of ex- slaves and their children who were interviewed by the 
Wpa in the 1930s. those individuals did not express alarm or shame when 
relating stories of ancestors who had chosen self- destruction as an alter-
native to enslavement, nor did they appear to believe that self- killing had 
negative spiritual consequences. For example, Fannie Berry recounted her 
aunt Nellie’s suicide. Nellie had been badly beaten by her master and ran 
away. patrollers then found and whipped her; afterward, she went to the 
barn and “hid in the hay” until dark. although Berry said that she didn’t 
think Nellie was going to “kill herself,” she also recollected that after the pa-
trollers had beaten Nellie, she declared that she “done had” her last “whip-
ping” and was going to God. Nellie ultimately ran to the woods and threw 
herself down a mountain. Berry noted that when they found her body, a  
basket of food lay nearby, an echo, perhaps, of ritual bundles that some 
newly imported african in the eighteenth century had used to accompany 
their suicides.118 in a second example, when ida Blackshear hutchinson’s 
aunt killed herself before patrollers could beat her, hutchinson noted tri-
umphantly that “they didn’t get Lucy.”119 Similarly, William henry towns 
related the story of three enslaved men who attempted to escape. they were 
caught, but only two of them were brought back because the third, as towns 
recalled, jumped in the “creek and drown.” that man, towns concluded, 
“went to the land of sweet dreams.”120 Like the slave narrators of the ante-
bellum period, the ex- slaves and children of slaves interviewed in the 1930s 
expressed no condemnation— from earthly or heavenly figures— of enslaved 
men and women who died in difficult and tragic circumstances by suicide.

Since the early eighteenth century, stories of slave suicide and the illus-
trations that accompanied them galvanized political debates over slavery. 
accounts of suicide by enslaved people, particularly as written by former 
slaves and antislavery activists, helped to change american attitudes toward 
slavery. Did those reports also change attitudes toward suicide? perhaps it 
was only coincidence that thomas Jefferson, a Virginia slave owner, was 
among the first american politicians to argue for the elimination of state- 
imposed penalties for self- murder. as part of his project to revise common 
law and bring it into conformity with republican principles in the wake of 
revolution, Jefferson argued that suicides did no damage to the state, and 
forfeiture was a fruitless deterrent to them. Can we suppose, he queried, 
that one willing to “calmly determine to renounce life” could be “suscepti-
ble of influence from the losses to his family by confiscation?” Suicide, in 
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Jefferson’s view, one shared by enlightenment progressives, was a secular 
“disease” rather than a religious sin.121 Jefferson’s embrace of enlightenment 
science and knowledge of Locke and Montesquieu certainly shaped his 
views on suicide.

Jefferson’s views were also possibly the product of his familiarity with 
slave suicide— unless, like other slave owners, he compartmentalized his 
understanding of suicide and disarticulated it from slavery, choosing to be-
lieve that slaves were not fully enough evolved to fall victim to the complex 
psychological and emotional exigencies that fostered suicide.122 From the 
late eighteenth- century forward, others argued that slaves had no mental 
capacity for suicide.123 Certainly it was the case that some proslavery advo-
cates flatly denied that slaves died by suicide. in 1844, a prominent South 
Carolina politician and planter averred that he had “never known or heard 
of a single instance of deliberate self- destruction,” a fact, he argued, that 
cast doubt on the abolitionist portrayals of the “abject misery” of slavery.124 
as late as 1860, an attorney argued that an enslaved woman simply lacked 
the will to kill herself. Suicide, he claimed, sprang from various motives: to 
avoid disgrace, express patriotism or avoid a crueler fate; or from motives 
of honor and valor. an enslaved woman, he asserted, lacked all of these 
reasons for killing herself.125

the postscript from the Pennsylvania Evening Herald in 1785, discussed 
earlier, reported that whites were adopting the beliefs of “refined negroes” 
regarding suicide and conveyed anxiety over the dangers of cultural con-
tamination by these beliefs.126 the writer for the Herald certainly seemed to 
believe that this was the case, but the extent to which slaves’ views actually 
held sway with whites is unclear. at the same time, attitudes toward sui-
cide were modernizing across the United States and europe. Did attitudes 
change in part because of the widespread depiction of suicidal slaves in anti-
slavery literature? Certainly, acts of suicide, most of them by free persons, 
were routinely recounted in eighteenth- century newspapers and marked the 
onset of the medical model for understanding suicide as the consequence 
of psychological or emotional troubles rather than as the product of sin. 
Despite this evidence, measuring the broader impact of suicide by slaves on 
attitudes toward suicide generally remains, still, a matter of suggestion and 
conjecture.

in antislavery literature, the power to die was founded on the assertion 
that slaves had a natural right and religious dispensation to kill themselves 
in response to the arbitrary power and capricious cruelty that they suffered 
as bondpeople. tracts drew on this revolutionary inheritance, choosing 
the liberty of death over the tyranny of slavery. alongside that powerful 
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philosophy, the idea that slavery was a greater sin than suicide allowed anti-
slavery advocates and ex- slaves to transform suicide into a tragic but a moral 
and particularly a political act, even though the terms of these politics dif-
fered significantly for enslaved men and women. Seen from the perspective  
of antislavery poetics and slave narratives from the american revolution 
to the Civil War, then, liberty was measured not simply by the contrast be-
tween slavery and freedom, but, for men, by access to natural rights and 
patriarchal privileges and, for women, by their ability to protect their sex-
ual virtue and their children, and to take up their roles as dependents. the 
power to die could also be, more simply, the power to renounce a life of 
enslavement and the ability to recast suicide as virtuous, justifiable, and, 
above all, political. this heroic interpretation, however, should be tempered 
by the fundamentally tragic finality of such acts. enslaved people’s deaths by 
suicide exposed the many contradictions of slavery and and became a focus 
of international and national debate across the anglo- atlantic and the early 
United States. in radically reframing the political implications and cultural 
meanings of suicide and slavery for early americans, the power to die was 
nothing short of revolutionary.
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E p i l o g u E

Suicide, Slavery, and Memory 
in American Culture

long as i can remember . . . i’ve been hearing about that. lots of slaves what was 

brung over from Africa could fly. There was a crowd of them working in the field. 

They don’t like it here and they think they go back to Africa. one by one they fly up 

in the air and all fly off and gone back to Africa.

—Jack Tattnall, georgia Writers’ project interview, 19301

in the interviews of ex- slaves conducted by the Federal Writers’ project in  
the 1930s, the subject of suicide rarely surfaced. However, several ex- slaves 
from the South Carolina and georgia Sea islands, like Jack Tattnall, dis-
cussed an account of suicide in some detail, an event that has given rise to 
the regional folklore of the “flying Africans.”2 Stories of suicide were part of 
the history and culture of slavery. The memory of suicide in slavery was used 
to indict the institution of slavery and the history of white prejudice, to keep 
alive the injustices of slavery in the past to fuel the politics of the present his-
torical moment. in these recollections, African Americans asserted authority 
over national history; remembrance was a means for them to interpret the 
past of slavery on their own terms, although these testimonies were often 
“highly mediated.”3 Stories of self- destruction in slavery were central to an 
African American cultural politics that stretched into the twentieth century, 
long after slavery had ended. By focusing on the by gone tragedies of suicide, 
competing and distinct visions of the useable past of slavery were served up 
as lessons and reminders for the present national moment.

ida Blackshear Hutchinson, born in Alabama in 1865, observed in 1938 that 
“they say negroes won’t commit suicide.”4 Exactly who she meant by “they” 



and whether she was referencing the slave past or the present moment is 
unclear, but she continued on to contradict “them” by relating the story of 
lucy, an enslaved woman who killed herself in antebellum Alabama.5 The 
story of lucy is a window into the memory of suicide in slavery. Hutchinson 
heard the account of lucy’s suicide from her father, isom, and much of 
Hutchinson’s interview relates his personal history. isom was a fieldhand, 
mechanic, and occasional runaway. She described his escapes in detail; like 
other slaves, he periodically absconded in response to punishment. on one 
occasion he ran because he had attempted to protect his wife from a whip-
ping and then endured the lash himself; on another he escaped after having 
been falsely accused of theft, tied up, and whipped for two days. Running 
away, the interview makes clear, was his way of coping with punishment 
and confinement; it was also his means of enforcing his own code of planta-
tion justice. in both instances, he was able to tip the scales in his favor: as 
Hutchinson relates the story, he felt vindicated when his master admitted 
that isom had been treated unfairly.

lucy’s suicide reflects another route of escape from punishment. like 
isom, she was a repeat truant; she liked to go to dances at night and had 
managed to consistently elude patrollers. Because they could never catch 
her out at night, one day they came to the plantation in order to thrash and 
make an example of her. lucy ran, and when they set after her, she “went 
on down to the slough and drowned herself rather than let them beat her, 
and mark her up.” Hutchinson concluded with the telling statement, “They 
didn’t get lucy.”6 Just as isom enjoyed vindication, lucy too found a kind of 
victory in her escape through death. Echoing accounts found in nineteenth- 
century slave narratives, lucy’s suicide was not condemned by Hutchinson, 
who framed her act of self- destruction as an acceptable alternative to the 
brutality of the patrollers.

Yet not every death in slavery was a vindication, and in a chilling tale that 
followed the story of lucy’s suicide, Hutchinson recalled the alarming avarice 
of her former owners and recounted their drive to exploit the full capacity of  
their laborers. Because enslaved mothers might “lose time walking backward 
and forward nursing,” their infants were brought to the field with them and 
placed in a trough. one day a torrential rainstorm separated the laborers 
from their offspring; when the storm subsided, the trough had filled up with 
water and all of the babies were drowned. Hutchinson assessed this tragic 
event through the grim financial calculus of slavery. She remarked of these 
deaths that the owners got “nary a lick of labor” and “nary a red penny” for  
“any one of them babies.”7 in summoning the economies of work, includ-
ing the labor of nursing, Hutchinson laid the blame for these sixty deaths 
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squarely at the feet of those who sought to profit from the labor of the 
mothers and their children.

in the three stories contained within her interview— her father’s escapes, 
lucy’s suicide, and the deaths of sixty infants— Hutchinson juxtaposed the 
resilience of slaves against the injustices of slave owners. in her history of 
slavery, slaves might be vindicated, like isom, through stories of escape and 
masters’ apologies, or they might achieve a tragic victory through suicide, 
like lucy. The full meaning of slavery’s inhumanity was measured by situat-
ing the resourcefulness of Hutchinson’s father’s escape and the courage with 
which lucy chose death against the greed of slave owners who caused the 
needless demise of sixty infants.

Hutchinson related the story of lucy in the early twentieth century, but 
memories of suicide in slavery began to appear in the nineteenth century, 
as African American writers used stories of slave suicide to indict white prej-
udice and keep alive the memory of slave suffering. Charles W. Chesnutt 
wrote a short story, “Dave’s Neckliss,” about a slave who succumbed to 
madness and killed himself. Chesnutt believed that this story, which was 
published in The Atlantic Monthly in 1889, was “the best” in his series cen-
tered on an aged ex- slave, uncle Julius. According to both Chesnutt and 
his critics, the story was pivotal in his career and emphatically attacked 
white supremacy.8 Although uncle Julius conforms to racial stereotypes 
and speaks in dialect, the story he relates is heavily laden with complex-
ity as he recounts the suffering and eventual suicide of Dave.9 As the story 
unfolds, Dave is falsely accused of stealing bacon and given forty lashes;  
as an ingenious punishment, his owner wrapped a ham in wire cloth and 
ordered a blacksmith to fasten it to an iron chain that was also wound 
around Dave’s neck. These punishments, and particularly the ham necklace, 
made Dave the object of derision. Eventually he lost his mind, believed that 
he was becoming a ham, and hung himself in a row of curing meat in the 
smokehouse.10

The story powerfully illustrates the psychological and emotional pain of 
slavery, as uncle Julius’s memory of suicide exposes the suffering of slaves 
and the racism that were central to the institution. As critics note, the story 
is a “vigorous, outraged, and particularly clear condemnation of slavery 
and its effects.”11 in uncle Julius’s memory, Dave’s suffering takes several 
forms. once falsely accused of theft and saddled with the ham necklace, 
he was deprived of the former respect he had enjoyed from the planta-
tion community, rejected by the woman he loved, and ostracized by his 
fellow slaves. His pain is at once brutally corporal (lashes, the necklace), 
deeply psychological (in his identification with the ham), and emotional 
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(rejection and isolation), a deadly combination that leads to his act of self- 
 destruction.

For Chesnutt, the memory of Dave’s suicide was intended to outrage 
readers by reminding them of the multiple ways in which slavery and racism 
assaulted the individual. ultimately, Dave’s battering led to the obliteration 
of his identity. This is measured by his identification with an object, the 
ham, an image that resurrects the person- property divide that was central to 
the law and commerce of slavery. Dave’s psychological crisis, and eventual 
suicide, rests on this divide. Dave’s belief that he is becoming a ham indi-
cates his “metamorphosis” from a person into an object, a transformation 
from a tragic figure into an irreparably alienated thing.12 in all senses, Dave 
is a consumable, expendable object; his madness ensues from his aware-
ness of this subjectivity as a slave. Chesnutt’s story of suicide is a power-
ful and evocative reminder of the legacy and enduring power of slavery to  
shape race relations.

To remember “Dave’s neckliss”—the dehumanization that fostered slave 
suicide—was to remind readers that the suffering produced in the past 
by slavery remained paramount and present in American culture. Similar 
themes related to self -destruction are also found in the work of twentieth- 
and twenty-first-century African American literary and visual artists. As part 
of the research for his pulitzer prize– and National Book Award–winning 
Roots: The Saga of an American Family (1976), for instance, Alex Haley sought 
to simulate the experience of the Middle passage. After visiting Africa, he 
boarded a ship bound for Florida. For two nights he climbed down into 
the hold, stripped, and lay down on his back. on the third night, extremely 
ill and plagued with self-doubt, he went instead to the stern of the ship. As 
he gazed into the water, he was struck by the “startling” but not “frighten-
ing” notion that he could simply “step through the rail and jump into the 
sea” and cure his troubles.13 in Song of Solomon (1977), Nobel laureate Toni 
Morrison is more equivocal on the subject of self -destruction. The title of 
the book in part refers to its protagonist’s great-grandfather, an enslaved 
African who “just stood up in the fields one day, ran up some hill, spun 
around a couple of times, and was lifted up in the air [and] went right on 
back to wherever it was he come from.”14 His flight was magical and tri-
umphant, but Morrison also describes it as ambiguous and disturbing. His 
escape from slavery—whether obtained through mythical flight or actual 
suicide—left behind the living to cope with loneliness and loss. Suicide 
might be a triumphal gesture of love or rebellion, but it also was an act 
that fostered despair for survivors.15 Similarly, the character of Sethe, from 
Morrison’s pulitzer prize–winning novel Beloved (1987), is literally haunted  
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by the daughter she murdered, although her intent was to destroy herself as 
well as her children. in contrast, Kara Walker’s silhouettes offer less ambiva-
lent depictions of self-destruction in slavery. in Cut and Burn, both produced  
in 1998, Walker explores the violent power dynamics of slavery in which sui -
cide is an act of ”bliss and defiance,” at once empowering and transgressive. 
Both images portray in particular the stoicism of young enslaved women 
who endure great physical harm—one cuts her wrists, the other sets fire to 
her dress—as a means of asserting “ownership of their deaths” and rebel-
ling against their bondage.16 in this way, Walker uses suicide to visualize 
and memorialize both the violence of slavery and the triumph of resistance.

outside of North America as well, artists like Cuba’s Manuel Mendive 
grapple with the legacy and memory of slavery. For instance, in Barco Negrero 
(1976), Mendive reimagines the experience of the slave ship and, utilizing 
imagery derived from Yoruban and Santería religions, meditates on themes of 
death, rebirth, and resurrection. Much of his work is driven by a desire to “free 
enslaved African spirits” so that they can “fly freely home to their ancestral 
land.”17 These themes can be seen in Barco Negrero, which presents the viewer 
with a cross-section of the hold of a slave ship, not unlike the famous anti-
slavery image of the Brooks (1788). in contrast to that earlier image, however, 
Mendive’s slaves, while chained together, look directly outward, engaging the 
viewer. The ship’s rail is lined with skulls that represent the pervasive mortality 
of the Atlantic crossing and highlight the ubiquity of death and disease in the 
slave trade. Simultaneously, however, the hold is also a space of transforma-
tion. The vibrant red and deep black signals that those chained together below 
deck are in a liminal space, a crossroads where outcomes are uncertain. Some 
of the bodies of slaves undulate, caught between death and life, in distinction 
to the rigidly packed bodies of the Brooks. one figure on the left has plunged 
overboard—a suicide?—the body black and grey, both alive and dead. Yet the 
ocean itself is a space alive with deities and the force of potential transforma-
tion, a place where the material and spiritual worlds cross. The diving figure 
on the left balances ascending fish on the right; other marine-like figures on 
both sides of the ship similarly rise up into the sky. in the upper corners of the 
painting, human figures hover, symbols of resurrection and rebirth that sug-
gest that the spirits of formerly captive Africans have taken flight.18

perhaps the most lasting and powerful memories of suicide and slavery lie  
in African American folklore from the georgia and South Carolina Sea 
islands. interviewed in the 1930s and 1940s, ex- slaves and their children 
related stories, similar to that of Jack Tattnall’s, of Africans who literally 
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had the power to take flight to escape enslavement. The flying African folk-
tale probably has its historical roots in an 1803 collective suicide by newly 
imported slaves. A group of igbo (variously, Ebo or ibo) captives who had 
survived the Middle passage were sold near Savannah, georgia, and re-
loaded onto a small ship bound for St. Simon’s island. off the coast of the 
island, the enslaved cargo, who had “suffered much by mismanagement,” 
“rose” from their confinement in the small vessel and revolted against the 
crew, forcing them into the water, where they drowned. After the ship ran 
aground, the igbos “took to the marsh” and drowned themselves— an act 
that most scholars have understood as a deliberate, collective suicide. The 
site of their fatal immersion was named Ebos landing (figure 7.1).19

The fate of those igbo in 1803 gave rise to a distinctive regional folk-
lore and a place name, but both individual and collective suicide were also 
part of the general history of North American slavery. Reaching beyond 
the immediate experience and perception of the act of self- destruction, ex- 
slave memories also reconfigured the intersections of slavery and suicide. 
Flying African folklore, in particular, illustrates how distinct cultural com-
munities chronicled, compressed, and remembered the experience of self- 
destruction in slavery. Stories of flying Africans, like the types of African 

7.1. Ebos landing, Dunbar Creek, St. Simon’s island, glynn County,  
georgia. photo by the author.
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American folklore that were explored by lawrence W. levine and Sterling 
Stuckey, served didactic purposes. using Saidiya V. Hartman’s argument that 
memory is not simply an inventory of what went before, but is instead a 
bridge from the past to the present that redresses the wrongs of history, the 
stories can also be seen as corrective measures.20 in this sense, flying African 
folklore demonstrates the power of cultural memory to reshape past trag-
edies, transforming stories of suicide into stories of strength and propelling 
them into the future.

My daddy use to tell me all the time about folks what could fly back to Africa. They 

could take wing and just fly off. . . . lots of time he tell me another story about a 

slave ship ‘bout to be caught by a revenue boat. The slave ship slip through back 

river into creek. There was about fifty slaves on board. The slave runners tie rocks 

‘round the slaves’ necks and throw them overboard to drown.

—paul Singleton, georgia Writers’ project interview, 193021

in coastal georgia and South Carolina, ex- slave memories of the 1803 igbo 
suicide are often intertwined with versions of the flying African folktale and 
other memories of slavery. Historians, literary scholars, and folklorists have 
noted the power of flying African folklore to transform an “experience of 
mass suicide into a tale of mythical transmigration.” The folklore redresses 
the dislocations caused by slavery, as captives literally rise above their en-
slavement, transcending the natal alienation of the Middle passage and re-
turning to Africa. Because they serve as a form of reparation, the reliability 
of the memories is less important than their function as a bridge between 
the living and the dead. The folklore ultimately reflects one means of re-
shaping the memory of suicide in slavery.22

The ex- slaves interviewed by the Federal Writers’ project in the 1930s 
focus in part on the dislocations that newly imported slaves faced and 
reflect the circumstances that shaped their attempts at self- destruction.  
Many ex- slaves recall flying Africans as unseasoned slaves who did not 
comprehend the language, authority, or labor system of their captors. 
Mose Brown retold the story of a man and his wife “brung from Africa”; 
Carrie Hamilton spoke about another couple that was “fooled” onto a 
slave ship; and yet another ex- slave recalled that the flying Africans were 
not “climatize[d].” According to the interviewees, the flying Africans could 
not understand New World language or labor systems. As one informant 
recalled, “They can’t understand your talk and you can’t understand their 
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talk” and “they did not know how to ‘work right.’ ” informants’ stories also 
focused on the shock of slavery’s brutality: one noted that “wild” Africans 
were chained in a house until they were “tame.”23 Ex- slave memories do not 
mention any of the elements that captive Africans used in ritual preparation 
for suicide (such as singing, bundled clothing, or food), but several of their 
accounts explain that there was often a collective ritual shout as a prelude 
to flight. Hamilton mentioned shouts of “goodie bye,” but another slave 
remembers the words as “quack, quack, quack.”24

While we do not know the gender composition of the captive igbo in 
1803, gender figures importantly in ex- slave memories of flying Africans. 
in the ex- slave telling, no single leader is remembered; instead, they refer 
to a couple, a man and wife, and it is the ritual magic performed collec-
tively— by men and women together— that channels the power to escape 
enslavement and fly back to Africa. in the version of the story remembered 
by Hamilton, the couple (“this man and his wife”) together decides “we go-
ing back home.” in contrast, the WpA interviewers’ rendering of the flying 
Africans as well as folktales published in the 1940s focus on one central 
male figure that empowers other slaves to fly. The georgia Writers’ project 
interviewers, for example, describe the 1803 igbo as a group of slaves who 
were “led by their chief” as they deliberately walked into the water to their 
deaths. in one version of the flying African tale published in the 1940s, a 
woman “took her breast with her hand and threw it over her shoulder that 
the child might suck and be content” as she labored in the master’s fields. 
Her child continues to nurse, even after taking flight, as do all of the chil-
dren who “laughed and sucked as their mothers flew and were not afraid.” 
Added to the sense of power that is conveyed by the ability to literally fly 
away from slavery is the power represented by African American women 
suckling over their shoulders— an image with deep and troublesome roots 
in the European imagination.25 Taken together, these folkloric elements ad-
dress the dislocations of slavery, reflect the ecology of slave suicide, and 
imagine the restoration of family and community.

The memories of the ex- slaves interviewed in the 1930s reveal the 
complex intersections of folklore, slavery, and suicide. it is at just such a 
confluence, David Blight has noted, that historians may best be able to 
“write the history of memory.” The coastal ex- slaves interviewed during the 
1930s may have joined together separate discursive events. paul Singleton, 
for example, summons the story of the slave smugglers who murdered their 
human cargo rather than face arrest immediately after he recounts the story 
of the flying Africans. other informants similarly associated place and per-
sonal names with their stories.
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A further clue to this compression of memory can be found in the con-
nection of the 1803 igbo collective suicide, flying Africans, and a person 
called “Mr. Blue.” The boat that carried the igbo ran ashore on St. Simon’s 
island at a plantation owned by multiple generations of the Butler family. 
A written account of the event lists the surname patterson for the captain of 
the ship and Roswell King (overseer of Butler plantation) as the person who 
recovered the bodies of the drowned igbo. None of those names appear in 
any of the ex- slave interviews; instead, Mr. Blue was the overseer mentioned 
by Wallace Quarterman in connection with the flying Africans. “Well, at that 
time Mr. Blue he was the overseer and Mr. Blue put them in the field but he 
couldn’t do nothing with them. They gabble, gabble, gabble, and nobody 
could understand them and they didn’t know how to work right. Mr. Blue 
he go down one morning with a long whip for to whip them good.” When 
the interviewers asked if Mr. Blue was a hard overseer, Quarterman replied 
that “he ain’t hard, he just can’t make them understand. They’s foolish act-
ing. He got to whip them, Mr. Blue. . . . He whip them good.”26

Alexander Blue was, in fact, the manager of the Butler estate from 1848 
to 1859. Quarterman was born in 1844 and his recollection of Mr. Blue— 
more than a coincidence, surely— makes sense. As the last manager of the 
Butler plantation before the end of slavery, Blue’s name would have been 
most prominent in the memories of ex- slaves who were interviewed in the 
1930s, especially because he was the overseer— the immediate symbol of 
domination for most slaves.

The figure of Alexander Blue also exemplifies how ex- slaves may have 
connected stories of suicide with their own experiences of separation, inter-
weaving their knowledge of flying Africans and the igbo in the transatlantic 
slave trade with their personal memories of domestic sale. That connec-
tion developed simultaneously with Blue’s role in the sale of slaves for the 
Butler plantation. living in philadelphia and managing his georgia estates 
in absentia, pierce Butler was, by 1855, in serious financial trouble. Four 
years later, he sold 436 slaves (approximately half of the estate’s holdings) 
in what became known as the largest slave sale in history. Those who su-
pervised the sale separated the Butler slaves, packed them into railroad cars, 
and shipped them to a racetrack outside of Savannah where they were sold 
over a period of four days. Some of the former Butler slaves still remained on  
St. Simon’s island in 1863, and they remembered the “great sale” as the 
“weeping time” and recalled, according to Col. Robert gould Shaw, that a 
steady rain accompanied the sale of their “sons and daughters” and their 
“children and grandchildren.”27 Alexander Blue likely oversaw the sorting of 
human property for the momentous sale on those rainy days. By attaching 
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Blue’s name to the flying African tale, the ex- slave Wallace Quarterman 
forged a connection between himself, the captive Africans who arrived— 
and died by suicide— in 1803, and the Butler plantation slaves who were 
sold and dispersed in 1859. in that confluence, water symbolically links 
memory and experience. The fatal immersion of the igbo has its parallel in 
the rain that fell on the great sale, and water joins both the experience of the 
African- born igbo and native- born Christianized slaves’ notions of the spir-
itual and redemptive qualities of baptism. Water creates a bridge between 
the igbo, the flying Africans, and the ex- slaves in the 1930s; it also bridges 
suicide, sale, and the power to escape to home. in 1803, the igbo chanted as 
they marched into the water— an element that is reconfigured in the flying 
African myth as a vocalization of the joy of return (whether “goodie bye, 
goodie bye” or “quack, quack, quack”). Such expression stands in stark con-
trast, however, to the sorrow of separation invoked by the idea of a “weeping 
time.” if the flying African folklore provides a “reprieve from domination” 
for the igbo as they fly back to Africa rather than drown, the reprieve is tem-
pered by one ex- slave’s recollection of Mr. Blue, whose figure loomed large 
over the dispersal of families and communities in Quarterman’s own experi-
ence in slavery.28 The great sale was not a suicide, of course, but the separa-
tion it engendered paralleled the permanence of a mythical return to Africa. 
like many of those who were dispersed in the great sale, flying Africans were 
never seen again by those who watched and remembered their departure.

The flying African stories lie at the crossroads of memory and history. The 
tales are an attempt at some restoration of the losses from suicide and sepa-
ration that were precipitated by the slave trade. The stories assert the power 
of culture to maintain community in the face of its forcible dislocation. 
Sullen stubbornness and sentimental despair— characteristic of accounts of  
slave suicide in the early modern, early Republic, and antebellum eras— 
have no role in the tales, although the ecology of slave suicide is present in 
the form of refusals, brutality, labor regimes, and separation. Flying African 
folklore allows for the possibility of escaping slavery through the super-
natural power of refusal rather than through self- destructive violence. like 
both the African-  and North American- born slaves who contemplated or 
sought self- inflicted death, flying Africans also made a choice. Collective 
memory conferred upon them the power to fly— to escape slavery and to 
return home. Ex- slave memories and folklore perform the cultural work of 
remaking the history of the self, the family, and the community within slav-
ery, ultimately transforming the crossroads of despair, suicide, and separa-
tion into an intersection of power, transcendence, and reunion.
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Studying Slave Suicide: An Essay on Sources

In the seventeenth century, an agent aboard slave ships reported that Akan 
and Gold Coast Africans were “headstrong” in their commitment to death. By 
the late 1700s, a slave owner described suicide as “not uncommon” among 
enslaved men and women in the West Indies. And in the three decades before 
the Civil War, two former slaves depicted self- destruction as more “frequent” 
than was “generally supposed,” while a third asserted that “thousands” of  
enslaved people in the United States had died by their own hands.1 Despite 
the apparent constancy of suicide throughout slavery’s history suggested by 
these remarks, however, the sources for its study remain fragmentary, particu-
larly if the focus, as it is here, is eighteenth- century British America and the 
early United States. In order to study the significance of suicide in slavery, I 
have pulled together fragments of evidence from legal sources, private cor-
respondence and diaries, and a wide range of early modern printed mate-
rials, ranging from seventeenth- century treatises on suicide to antebellum 
slave narratives. In addition to this essay, readers should consult the Select 
Bibliography of Primary Sources that follows the notes.

Like other historians of self- destruction, I have consulted coroner’s in-
quests. For my purposes, those from selected southern colonies and states, 
primarily North Carolina, South Carolina, and Virginia, have been sub-
jected to systematic study. While helpful, these legal records of course do 
not exclusively— or even largely, in many cases— address self- destruction by 
slaves. Even in jurisdictions with a slave majority, inquests on whites domi-
nate the archive. Coroner’s juries were charged with determining the causes 
of all unexplained deaths, but in North American slave societies, official 
postmortem examinations of slaves appear to have occurred largely at the 
discretion or request of their owners. While inquests provide evidence of 



self- killing by enslaved people, like many other documents, they underrep-
resent the numbers of deaths by suicide.

In addition, coroner’s inquests often reveal little, if anything, about  
any individual reasons for suicide. These inquiries were designed to deter-
mine the manner and cause of unexplained deaths. Jurors were sworn un-
der oath to render truthful verdicts that were legally binding; those verdicts 
could establish proof of criminal acts or be used as evidence in civil liti-
gation. Occasionally inquests are accompanied by testimony from those 
familiar with the victim’s state of mind, but this is rarely the case for slaves. 
Coroner’s inquests are useful sources in documenting the timing, place, 
and method of suicide. Inquests include a statement of where— in a barn, 
at the bottom of a hill, near a stream— the body was found. Examiners  
often described wounds or marks, if any, that appeared on the corpse. They 
also assessed the size and value of any instrument used in the act of self- 
destruction: knives and ropes were often measured, for instance, and as-
signed a monetary value. The precise determination of the cause of death 
was documented, then, as the outcome of a methodical and rational pro-
cess. In the early American South, inquests often employed formulaic lan-
guage to describe the act of suicide; the subjects were routinely described 
as lacking a “fear of God” and their deaths attributed to the “instigation of 
the Devil.”

Despite these limitations, however, the systematic review of coroner’s in-
quests was necessary in this study in order to establish the legal response 
to slave suicide in the context of British North America. I consulted nearly 
one thousand (N = 999) coroners’ inquests from jurisdictions in colonial  
and early national North Carolina, South Carolina, and Virginia. On aver-
age, verdicts of accidental death (37%) and homicide (23%) predominated 
in this sample. In contrast 13% (N = 127) of inquests determined suicide 
as a cause of death; of these 28% (N = 35) were inquests on the suicides of 
enslaved men and women. The inquests varied by county and date; some 
counties have surviving inquests for the seventeenth century, while others 
remain only for the nineteenth century; many records exist in broken se-
quences. I utilized all of the extant inquests on suicide from each county 
from their earliest date through 1840 with an occasional foray beyond. 
Most of these exist in manuscript form; many of them seem to have never 
been previously opened. Because of erratic early American record keeping, 
the lack of, until the twentieth century, any systematic attention to filing 
inquests, the probable existence of unfiled inquests interleaved in court re-
cords, and the chronological gaps in the surviving records, my sampling of 

168 / Studying Slave Suicide: An Essay on Sources



the inquests should not be understood to be complete. Despite this caveat, 
however, those interested in completing a comparative analysis of accident, 
suicide, and homicide in the early South would be well served by these re-
cords. Because these inquests offer data on suicide by both enslaved and free 
people, they provide a window into the local context of and legal responses 
to self- destruction. They thus form one of the evidentiary foundations for 
this study.

Statuary and legislative sources have also provided evidence for this 
study. In the jurisdictions considered here, the traditions of English stat-
utory and common law initially shaped the legal disposition of suicide, 
while newly enacted colonial statutes governed the institution of slavery. 
These separate legal entities came together uniquely in the colony’s legisla-
tive houses and courts, particularly when slaves accused of felonies killed 
themselves before they were taken into custody. The conjoining of the law 
of suicide and the criminal justice of slavery is especially well documented 
in Virginia, where slave owners petitioned the government for compensa-
tion when their slaves killed themselves after allegedly committing capital 
crimes. Like inquests, these surviving petitions document the timing and 
method of suicide. However, as they were calculated to benefit slave own-
ers and address a variety of situations, they are less formulaic and better 
elaborated than coroner’s inquests. More importantly, they also often con-
tain narratives— sequences of events, snippets of conversation, a fragment 
of personal history— that offer clues to enslaved people’s motives for killing 
themselves.

An entirely different vein of eighteenth- century legislative sources comes 
not from those who supported slavery, but rather from those who opposed 
it. In late eighteenth- century England, witnesses in a Parliamentary inves-
tigation into the slave trade were repeatedly questioned about suicide by 
slaves in British American plantations; even those who were not directly 
questioned about it testified that captives leapt from ships and starved 
themselves in response to slavery. While much of the testimony addressed 
the experience of newly arrived Africans in the Caribbean, substantial sec-
tions also document suicide on the Middle Passage. In addition, the passage 
of the Dolben Act in 1788 required that slave ships retain surgeons on board 
to provide medical attention to captive Africans and keep accurate logs of 
shipboard mortality.2 These too provide examples of slave suicide along the 
Middle Passage. These sources are not, of course, unproblematic. Surgeons 
(and ship captains) had incentives to underreport suicide. Moreover, for 
eighteenth- century antislavery advocates, as this book relates, accounts of 

Studying Slave Suicide: An Essay on Sources / 169



slave suicide were one of the most immediate if summary condemnations 
of the slave trade, a profound and moving measure of the human losses 
that it caused. Witness after witness testified to the frequent mention of self- 
destruction by enslaved people, using these accounts as primary political 
weapons in the Parliament investigation.

If legal sources are foundational to any understanding of suicide in 
North American slavery, this study was also enriched by a wide array of 
manuscript sources. Private correspondence and diaries in particular offer 
evidence of attitudes toward suicide in the slave societies of early North 
America. Yet here too, as in the legal records, I have consulted those that ad-
dressed acts of self- destruction, regardless of whether they were exclusively  
suicides of enslaved people. Like the legal documents, the majority of pri-
vate sources reference suicide by Anglo- Americans; only rarely do these doc-
uments directly address suicide by enslaved men and women. In addition, 
these sources, many of which came from the pens of planters and overseers, 
reflect patterns of beliefs toward suicide among the slave owning classes and 
attitudes toward slave death— by whatever means— more generally.

Although legal and private sources were essential to this study, printed 
materials that circulated in the early modern Anglo- Atlantic were indispen-
sible for viewing the cultural politics of suicide from a transatlantic perspec-
tive. Many of the earliest printed sources directly referencing slave suicide 
came from the pens of mariners and planters who controlled the trade and 
shaped the law and practice of slavery. Whether these documents were for-
mulated as histories of colonial ventures, as repositories of medical advice 
for planters, or even, as improbable as it may seem, as poetry, suicide by 
slaves was a consistent touchstone in them.

Eighteenth- century newspapers and periodicals provided another re-
source for studying suicide: they popularized the debate over the criminali-
zation of suicide and published accounts of actual acts of self- destruction. 
Here again the focus on European subjects is disproportional relative to 
stories of slave suicide. I have systematically studied all accounts of suicide 
in the Virginia Gazette from 1736– 1776 and used accounts from other pa-
pers and magazines anecdotally. Yet another printed source for studying 
slave suicide can be found in seventeenth-  and eighteenth- century fiction 
and drama, as well as in the earliest slave narratives, such as those by Job 
Ben Soloman and William Ansah Sessarakoo that appeared in the 1750s, 
before the emergence of organized antislavery advocacy. These sources re-
veal a range of often competing attitudes toward slave suicide, providing  
an unparalleled corpus of evidence of the cultural politics of slave suicide 
that antedated antislavery materials. Indeed, one insight garnered from this 
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material is the power of early modern print to shape antislavery conscious-
ness prior to organized activism.

A major source of evidence for this study comes of course from antislav-
ery printed literature that emerged in the 1770s. These materials very delib-
erately moved accounts and images of slave suicide that had long existed 
at the margins of culture to the very center of politics. The contradictions 
of suicide in slavery first arose across colonial British America, but by the 
late eighteenth century slaves, ex- slaves, and abolitionists wove them into 
the very fabric of antislavery politics, where they would remain through the 
antebellum period. Printed sources reflect the changing aims, approaches, 
and values of antislavery activism over time. Perhaps this is best seen in 
the rise of narratives that, among other things, document suicide as it was 
contemplated and experienced by enslaved people. The earliest antislavery 
poetics spoke for their enslaved subjects; slaves, particularly enslaved men, 
were positioned as protagonists who died heroically, a motif that grew out 
of fiction and drama. In contrast, in slave narratives, which I have selectively 
consulted here, men and women who had thought about suicide or had 
observed it directly or indirectly, that is, through stories told by other slaves, 
provide a more authentic, if politically motivated, perspective on slave self- 
destruction. That the narrator lives to tell their story, however, lends these 
mostly antebellum narratives a force of authenticity— a witnessing— that 
differs greatly from the poetics of the era of the American Revolution.

The final corpus of evidence used in this study is found in oral histo-
ries and folklore. Interviews of former slaves were conducted by the Federal 
Writers’ Project of the Works Progress Administration in the 1930s; they 
were subsequently published and today are available digitally at the Library 
of Congress. The histories themselves are not unproblematic; the inter-
viewers were predominantly white and the subjects were black; and as the 
Library of Congress website notes, the interviews were shaped by the in-
equalities of race in early twentieth- century America.3 Along with folklore, 
however, they form a valuable part of this study. They do not so much allow 
me to reflect on the lived experience of slavery, although there is some of 
that. Rather, their power lies in their ability to reveal the meaning of slavery 
in modern memory. As Laura F. C. Holloway has argued, “black death,” 
and in this case death by suicide, is a persistent theme in twentieth- century 
African American cultural memory and politics.4 It is reminder of the con-
tinuing relevance of slavery to understandings of race in the contemporary 
United States.
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