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Notes from the Field 

 Book Release: The Mark of Slavery: Disability, Race, and Gender in 

Antebellum America by Jenifer Barclay 

Raphael Raphael 

Center on Disability Studies, University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa 

 

Time and again, antebellum Americans justified slavery and white supremacy by linking 

blackness to disability, defectiveness, and dependency. Jenifer L. Barclay examines the 

ubiquitous narratives that depicted black people with disabilities as pitiable, monstrous, or 

comical, narratives used not only to defend slavery but also to argue against it. As she shows, 

this relationship between ableism and racism impacted racial identities during the antebellum 

period and played an overlooked role in shaping American history afterward. Barclay also 

illuminates the everyday lives of the ten percent of enslaved people who lived with 

disabilities. Devalued by slaveholders as unsound and therefore worthless, these individuals 

nonetheless carved out an unusual autonomy. Their roles as caregivers, healers, and keepers 

of memory made them esteemed within their own communities and celebrated figures in song 

and folklore. https://www.press.uillinois.edu/books/catalog/84dwc6fn9780252043727.html 

 

Text provided by author and publisher. 
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