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Your children will soon be forgotten: Black Motherhood in 12 Years a Slave 
Nineteen minutes into Steve McQueen’s 12 Years a Slave we hear mama before we see 
Eliza, a young Black woman and mother ushered into a holding pen with her daughter. 
She is eagerly greeted by her captive son who runs to her and his sister, and forcefully 
embraces them. The pen is for free Blacks abducted from American streets, 
‘commodities’ for the internal slave trade. Eliza is eventually sold away from her son 
and daughter to Master Epps during an auction. Eliza, inconsolable during the trip to 
Ford’s plantation, is greeted by the Mistress upon her arrival, who enquires about 
Eliza’s disposition. When the Mistress hears of Eliza’s separation from her children, the 
Mistress kindly tells Eliza to get Something to eat and some rest. Your children will 
soon be forgotten. The children – like you – are here for exploitation and eventual 
elimination so no need to have any feelings or connection to them. 
 
What do we learn about American Black motherhood from experiencing Eliza’s story? 
What persistent mechanisms of dehumanization and atomization of Black natal and 
familial life are made visible via Eliza’s experience? And what is the lasting legacy of 
such natal and familial dehumanization and atomization that render ‘Black 
motherhood’ a phenomenon? Drawing from the works of Orlando Patterson, Saidiya 
Hartman, Christina Sharpe and others, I argue that witnessing Eliza’s experience as 
depicted in 12 Years a Slave is critical to understanding and undoing the neoliberal turn 
toward Black motherhood; without suturing the present to the past, societal disparity 
(health, housing, incarceration, employment, etc.) among a contemporary Black polity is 
attributed to essentialist and moral failings, letting the longue dureé of white 
supremacy, chattel slavery, and colonialist capitalism off the hook. Without making 
these connections that illuminate their presence and impact in the contemporary 
moment, reverberations of Mistress Ford’s your children will soon be forgotten linger. 
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