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Throughout the nineteenth century, analogies between women and 
enslaved people abounded amongst the many reform movements that 
sought to reshape society in the United States. From the late twentieth 
century onwards, this comparison has been seen as, in Ana Stevenson’s 
words, ‘at best, structurally untenable, and at worst, deeply racist’ (2). 
In her excellent monograph The Woman as Slave in Nineteenth-Century 
American Social Movements, Stevenson interrogates the woman-slave 
analogy in its historical context. While acknowledging the way in 
which the woman-slave analogy privileged white women while eliding 
the experiences of enslaved African-American people, Stevenson’s aim 
is to ‘move beyond centering analyses around its palpable racism to 
discover what else these myriad reformers might have been trying to 
say, through rhetorical strategies which now appear both unprincipled 
and opportunistic’ (16–17). In doing so, Stevenson uncovers what is, 
at its core, a failed effort to conceptualise the relationship between two 
marginalised groups, yet also surprising instances whereby the woman-
slave analogy was deployed, particularly by African-American reformers, 
to develop an early understanding of the ways in which various forms of 
oppression intersected.
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Stevenson begins by tracing the emergence of the discourse of slavery in 
the transatlantic context, describing its origins as an abstracted analogy 
for various states of unfreedom and oppression in European philosophy. 
With the growth of the trade in enslaved people, she argues, this abstracted 
notion of slavery was confronted with the reality of chattel slavery—
particularly in the United States, where demographics and the proximity 
of chattel slavery made a purely abstracted analogy difficult to maintain. 
Amongst the anti-slavery movement, which then emerged in the United 
States, Stevenson finds evidence of women increasingly self-identifying 
with enslaved people. Due to this tradition of framing oppression as 
slavery, along with the practice of metempsychosis whereby women 
would sympathetically imagine themselves in the position of an enslaved 
person, Stevenson argues that ‘any pretensions to critical distance appear 
to have collapsed—at least temporarily, if not perhaps constantly’  (60). 
In subsequent chapters, Stevenson goes on to show how the woman-
slave analogy was utilised by various other nineteenth-century reform 
movements, including those focused on marriage, fashion, labour and 
women’s suffrage. While in some areas such as fashion reform most uses 
of slavery discourse remained relatively abstracted, others show evidence 
of an increasing focus on the equivalency of chattel slavery and women’s 
experience, to the extent that some reformers began to see women as the 
most wronged party. Stevenson then goes on to look to the early twentieth 
century, focusing on how the woman-as-slave analogy was used to shape 
historical memory and the memorialisation of prominent reformers.

While use of the woman-slave analogy shifted throughout the nineteenth 
century as reformers began to depict women as an enslaved class, Stevenson 
particularly highlights the changing context of the Civil War and the 
passage of the Reconstruction Amendments as intensifying a fundamental 
shift in its deployment. With the issue of chattel slavery nominally solved 
in the eyes of many reformers, the already incipient belief that women 
were not only an oppressed class but the most oppressed class came to 
dominate the discourse of white reformers. Here, Stevenson emphasises 
the careers of Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who she 
finds to be ‘the most insistent and repetitive example of a wilful failure to 
link critical inquiry with critical praxis’ (308). The shifting focus of these 
women’s use of the woman-slave analogy towards guaranteeing rights 
for white women alone is illustrative of what Stevenson condemns as an 
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ultimately ineffective theoretical position, arising from ‘a collective and 
systemic failure amongst white women to look beyond the condition of 
women of their own race, class, and free status’ (309).

Stevenson’s research is impressive in both the breadth of her sources, 
as well as the depth in which she approaches them. Stevenson draws 
on a  wide variety of sources from key reformers and their opponents, 
including speeches, periodicals, correspondence and fictional works. 
In  her close reading of these various texts Stevenson remains keenly 
attuned to subtle differences in language and expression, which enables 
her to move beyond broad similarities to illustrate how the woman-slave 
analogy was used to different effect between reformers. It is this eye for 
detail that allows her most compelling contribution—her comparison of 
the work of African-American reformers to their white counterparts. In 
the writings of reformers such as Sojourner Truth, Frederick Douglass, 
Mary Church Terrell and Ida B. Wells, Stevenson argues for the existence 
of a competing utilisation of the woman-slave analogy to that represented 
by Anthony and Stanton. In their use of the woman-slave analogy, these 
African-American reformers consistently centred black women in a way 
that Stevenson convincingly argues presaged intersectional understandings 
of oppression.

Stevenson’s research adds much to our knowledge of how the woman-
slave analogy operated throughout the nineteenth century. The Woman as 
Slave in Nineteenth-Century American Social Movements paints a picture 
of an approach that, while able to be used by African-American writers 
to deepen understandings of the interplay between different types of 
subjugation, was ultimately detrimental. As Stevenson concludes, there is 
a cautionary tale in the ‘rate at which so many white reformers abandoned 
intersectional principles’ (310). Through the history of the woman-slave 
analogy,  Stevenson highlights the dangerous potential of surface-level 
comparisons to uphold systems of oppression, rather than to contest them.
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