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HORTENSE}. SPILLERS 

Let's face it. I am a marked woman,  but not everybody knows my name. 
"Peaches" and "Brown Sugar," "Sapph i re"  and "Earth Mother," "Au nty," "Gran ny," 
God 's "Holy Fool," a "Miss Ebony Fi rst," or "Black Woman at the Pod i u m ": I 
descr ibe a locus of confou nded identit ies, a meet ing ground of investments and 
privat ions i n  the national treasury of rhetorical wealth. My cou ntry needs me,  
and if  I were not here, I wou ld have to be invented. 

W. E. B. Du Bois pred icted as early as 1 903 that the twentieth centu ry 
would be the century of the "color l ine ."  We cou ld add to th i s  spatiotem poral 
configu ration another thematic of analogously terrible weight: if the "black 
woman"  can be seen as a part icular figu rat ion of the split subject that 
p"sychoa nalyt ic theory posits, then th i s  centu ry marks the site of "its" pro
fou ndest revelation. The problem before us is deceptively s im ple: the terms 
enclosed in quotation marks in the preced ing paragraph  isolate overdetermi ned 
nom i native properties. Em bedded in bizarre axiological ground,  they 
demonstrate a sort of telegraph ic  cod ing; they are markers so loaded with 
myth ical prepossession that there is  no easy way for the agents buried beneath 
them to come clean. In that regard, the names by which I am called in the 
publ ic place render an exam ple of s ign ifying property plus. In order for me to 
speak a truer word concern i ng myself, I must stri p down through layers of at
tenuated mean i ngs, made an excess i n  t ime, over t ime, assigned by a part icular 
h i storical order, and there await whatever marve ls  of my own i nventiveness. 
The personal pronouns  are offered in the service of a collective fu nction .  

In certa i n  h u man societies, a c h i ld 's identity i s  determi ned through the l i ne  
of  the Mother, but  the U n ited States, from at  least one author's poi nt of  view, i s  
not  one of  them: " In  essence, the N egro com m u n ity has  been forced i nto a 
matriarchal  st ructu re which ,  because it is so far out of l ine  with the rest of 
A merican society, seriously retards the progress of the group as a whole, and im
poses a crush ing  burden on the N egro male and, i n  consequence, on a great 
many N egro women as wel l "  [Moyn ihan  75; em phasis m ine]. 

The notorious bastard , from Vico 's ban ished Roman mothers of such sons, 
to Cal iban, to Heathcliff, and Joe Christmas, has no offic ia l  female equ ivalent. 
Because the trad it ional rites and laws of i n h eritance rarely perta i n  to the female 
ch i ld,  bastard status s ignals to those who need to know which son of the 
Father 's i s  the legit imate he i r  and which one the i m postor. For that reason ,  
property seems wholly the busi ness of  the male. A "she" can not, therefore, 
qualify for bastard, or "natu ral son "  status, and that she can not provides fu rther 
ins ight i nto the coi ls and recoils of patr iarchal wealth and fortu ne. Accord ing to 
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Daniel Patrick Moyn i han's celebrated "Report " of the late s ixties, the "Negro Family" has no 
Father to  speak of- h i s  Name,  h is  Law, h is  Sym bol ic  fu nction mark the im pressive m issing 
agencies in the essent ia l  l ife of the black com m u nity, the "Report" mai ntains, and it  is ,  su r
prisingly, the fau lt of the Daughter, or the female l i ne .  Th is  stu n n i ng reversal of the castrat ion 
thematic, d isplaci ng the Name and the Law of the Father to the territory of the Mother and 
Daughter, becomes an  aspect of the African-American female's m isna m i ng. We attem pt to 
u ndo this m isnam i ng i n  order to reclaim the relationsh ip  between Fathers and Daughters 
with i n  th i s  soc ia l  matrix for a q u ite different structu re of cu l tural  fict ions.  For Daughters and 
Fathers are here made to man ifest the very same rhetorical sym ptoms of absence and denia l ,  
to em body the double and contrastive agencies of a prescribed i nternec ine degradat io n .  
"Sapph i re"  enacts h e r  "Old Man " i n  drag, just a s  h e r  "Old Man "  becomes "Sapph i re" i n  
outrageous caricatu re .  

In other words, i n  the h i storic outl i ne  of dominance, the respective su bject-posit ions of 
"female"  and "male" adhere to no sym bol ic  i ntegrity. At a t ime when cu rrent crit ical 
d i scou rses appear to compel us  more and more decidedly toward gender "undecidabi l ity," it 
wou ld  appear reactionary, if  not d u m b, to i ns ist on the i ntegrity of female/male gender. But 
undressi ng these conflat ions of m ean i ng, as they appear u nder the ru le of dom i nance, would 
restore, as figu rative poss ib i l ity, not only Power to the Female (for Maternity), but  a l so Power 
to the Male (for Patern ity) . We would gai n, i n  short, the potential for gender d ifferentiat ion as 
it m ight express itself along a range of stress poi nts, i nc lud ing human biology i n  its i ntersec
t ion with the project of cu lture .  

Though among the most read i ly  ava i lable "wh i pping boys" of  fa i rly recent publ ic  
d iscou rse concern ing  African-Americans and nat ional  pol icy, "The Moyn ihan  Report" is  by 
no means u nprecedented i n  its conc lusions; it belongs, rather, to a c lass of sym bol ic  
parad igms that 1 )  i nscri be "ethn icity" as  a scene of  negat ion and 2)  confi rm the h u man body 
as a metonym ic figu re for an ent i re repertoi re of h u man and socia l  arrangements. In that 
regard, the "Report "  pursues a behavioral ru le of pu bl ic documentary. U nder the Moyn ihan  
ru le, "ethn ic ity" itself identifies a tota l objectificat ion of  h u man and  cu ltural motives - the  
"wh ite" fam i ly, by  imp l icat ion,  and  the "Negro Fam i ly," by  outright assert ion, i n  a constant 
opposit ion of b inary mean i ngs. Apparently spontaneous, these "actants " are wholly 
generated , with neither past nor futu re, as tr ibal  cu rrents movi ng out of t ime.  Moyn ihan's 
"Fa m i l ies" are pure present and a lways tense. "Et h n ic ity" in th is  case freezes i n  mean i ng, 
takes on constancy, assumes the look and the affects of the Eterna l .  We could say, then, that 
i n  its powerfu l sti l l ness, "ethn ic ity," from the poi nt of view of the "Report," em bod ies noth ing 
more than a mode of  memoria l  t ime,  as  Ro land Barthes out l i nes the dynamics of  myth [see 
"Myth Today" 1 09-59; esp. 1 22-23]. As a sign ifier that has no movement i n  the fie ld of 
s ignification,  the use of "ethn ic ity" for the l iv ing becomes purely appreciative, although one 
would be u nwise not to concede its  dangerous and fatal effects. 

"Ethn ic ity" perceived as myth ical t ime enables a writer to perform a variety of concep
tua l  moves all at once. U nder its hegemony, the hu man body becomes a defense less target 
for rape and venerat ion,  and the body, i n  its mater ia l  and abstract phase, a resou rce for 
metaphor.  For exam ple, Moyn ihan's "tangle of pathology" provides the descriptive strategy 
for the work's fourth chapter, which suggests that "u nderach ievement" i n  black males of the 
lower classes i s  pr imar i ly the fau lt of black females, who ach ieve out of a l l  proportion,  both 
to the i r  n u m bers i n  the com m u n ity and to the parad igmatic exam ple before the nat ion : 
"Ou rs is a society which presu mes male leadersh ip  i n  private and publ ic  affai rs . . . .  A sub
cu l ture, such as that of the Negro American, i n  wh ich th i s  is not the pattern, is p laced at a 
d i st inct d isadvantage " [75]. Between charts and d iagrams, we are asked to consider the im
pact of  qua l itat ive measu re on the black male's performance on standardized exa m inat ions, 
matr icu lat ion i n  schools of h igher and professional tra i n i ng, etc . Even though Moyn ihan  
sou nds a cr it ique on h i s  own argu ment here, he  q u ickly withdraws from i t s  poss ib i l it ies, sug
gest ing that black males shou ld reign becau se that is the way the majority cu ltu re carries 
t h ings out: " It i s  clearly a d isadvantage for a m i nority group to be operat ing u nder one pr inci
ple, whi le the great m ajority of the popu lation . . .  i s  operat ing on another" [75]. Those per
sons l iv ing accord i ng to the perceived "matr iarcha l "  pattern are, therefore, caught in a state 
of socia l  "pathology." 

Even though Daughters have their own agenda with reference to this order of Fathers 

66 

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


( im agi ning for the moment that Moyn i han's fiction - and others l i ke it - does not represent 
an  adequate one and that there is, once we d i s-cover h i m ,  a Father here),  my contention that 
these socia l  and cu ltu ra l  su bjects make dou bles, u nstable in the i r  respective ident ities, in ef
fect transports us  to a com mon h i storical grou nd, the socio-pol it ical order of the New World . 
That order, with its h u man seq uence written i n  blood, represents for its African and i n
digenous peoples a scene of actual m ut i lat ion, d ismemberment, and exi le. First of a l l ,  the i r  
N ew-World, d iasporic p l ight marked a theft of  the body- a wi l lfu l and violent (and 
u n i m aginable from this distance) sever ing of the capt ive body from its m otive w i l l ,  its active 
desire. U nder these condit ions, we lose at least gender difference in the outcome, and the 
female body and the male body become a territory of c u ltural  and po l it ical maneuver, not at 
a l l  gender-re lated, gender-specific. But th i s  body, at least from the poi nt of view of the cap
t ive com m u n ity, focuses a private and particu lar  space, at wh ich poi nt of convergence 
biologica l ,  sexua l ,  soc ia l ,  cu l tura l ,  l i ngu i stic, r itua l i st ic, and psychological fortu nes joi n .  This 
profound i nt imacy of interlocki ng deta i l  is d isrupted, however, by external ly i m posed mean
i ngs and uses: 1 )  the captive body becomes the sou rce of an  i rresist i ble, destructive sensual
ity; 2) at the same t ime- in stu n n i ng contrad iction - the captive body red uces to a th i ng, 
becom i ng being for the captor; 3) in th i s  absence from a su bject posit ion,  the captu red sex
ua l it ies provide a physical and biological express ion of "otherness"; 4) as a category of 
"otherness," the captive body t rans lates i nto a potential  for pornotroping and em bodies sheer 
physical powerlessness that s lides into a more general "powerlessness," resonat ing through 
var ious centers of h u man and socia l m ea n i ng. 

But I wou ld make a distinct io n  in this case between "body" and "flesh " and i m pose that 
d i stinct ion as the central one between captive and l i berated subject-positions.  In  that sense, 
before the "body" there i s  the "flesh," that zero degree of soc ia l  conceptua l izat ion that does 
not escape concea lment u nder the brush of d i scou rse, or the reflexes of iconography. _ Even 
though the European hegemon ies stole bod ies- some of them female- out of West African 
com m u n it ies in concert with the African "midd leman," we regard this human  and socia l  i r
reparabi l ity as high cr imes against the flesh, as the person of Africa n females and African 
m ales registered the wou nd ing. If we th i nk  of the "flesh "  as a primary narrative, then we 
mean its seared, d ivided, r ipped-apartness, riveted to the sh ip's ho le, fa l len ,  or "escaped " 
overboard . 

One of the m ost poignant aspects of Wi l l iam Goodel l's contemporaneous study of the 
North American slave codes gives precise expression to the tortu res and i nstru ments of cap
tivity . Reporting an i nstance of Jonathan Edwards's observat ions on the tortures of ens lave
ment, Goodel l  narrates: "The smack of the wh i p  is a l l  day long in the ears of those who are 
on the plantat ion,  or i n  the vicin ity; and it  is used with such dexterity and severity as not on ly 
to lacerate the skin,  but to tear out smal l port ions of the flesh at a lmost every stake" [221 ] .  
The anatom ical specifications of rupture, of altered human  t issue, take on the objective 
descr ipt ion  of laboratory prose - eyes beaten out, arms, backs, sku l l s  branded, a left jaw, a 
right an kle, pu nctured; teeth m i ss i ng, as the calcu lated work of i ron ,  wh ips, cha i ns, kn ives, 
the can ine  patrol,  the bu l let. 

These u ndec i pherable marki ngs on the captive body render a kind of h ieroglyph ics of 
the flesh whose severe d i sj u nctu res come to be h idden to the cu ltura l  see i ng by skin color. 
We m ight wel l  ask if this phenomenon of marking and branding actual ly "transfers" from one 
generation to another, fi nd ing its var ious symbolic substitutions in an  efficacy of mea n i ngs 
that repeat the i n itiat ing moments? As E la ine Scarry descri bes the mechanisms of torture 
[Scarry 27-59], these lacerat ions, wou ndings, fissu res, tears, scars, open i ngs, ruptu res, 
lesions, rend i ngs, pu nctu res of the flesh create the d istance between what I would designate 
a cu ltu ra l  vestibularity and the culture, whose state apparatus, i nc lud i ng j udges, attorneys, 
"owners," "so u l  d rivers," "overseers," and "men of God," apparently col l udes with a protocol  
of  "search and destroy." This body whose flesh carries the female and the male to the 
frontiers of survival bears in  person the marks of a cu l tural  text whose inside has been tu rned 
outs ide. 

The f lesh i s  the concentration of "ethn icity" that contem porary crit ical discou rses 
neither acknowledge nor d iscou rse away. It is th i s  "flesh and blood " entity, in the vest ibu le 
(or  "pre-view") of a colon ized North America, that is  essent ia l ly ejected from "The Female 
Body in Western Cu ltu re" [see Su leiman,  ed .], but it  makes good t heory, or com memorative 
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"herstory" to want to "forget," or to have failed to realize, that the African female su bject, 
u nder these h i storic condit ions, is not only the target of rape - i n  one sense, an in teriorized 
violation of body and m i nd - but also the topic of specifically externalized acts of tortu re and 
prostration t hat we imagine as the peculiar province of male brutality and tortu re inflicted by 
other m ales. A female body stru ng from a tree lim b, or bleeding from the breast o n  any given 
day of field work becau se the "overseer," standing the length of a whi p, has popped her flesh 
open, adds a lexical and l iv ing dimens ion to the narratives of women i n  culture and society 
[Davis 9]. Thi s  materialized scene of u nprotected female flesh - of female flesh 
"u ngendered " - offers a praxis  and a theory, a text for  l iving and fo r  dyi ng, and a method for 
reading both th rough the i r  d iverse m ediations. 

Among the myriad uses to which the ens laved com m unity was put, Goodel l  identifies 
its value for med ical research:  "Assortments of d i seased, damaged, and d isabled Negroes, 
deemed i ncura ble and otherwise worth less are bought up, i t  seems . . . by medical  i nstitu
t ions, to be experimented and operated upon, for purposes of 'med ica l education'  and the 
i nterest of m edical  science" [86-87; Goodell's emphasis]. From the Charleston Mercury for 
October 1 2, 1 838, Goodell notes this advertisement: 

'To planters and others. - Wanted, fifty Negroes, any person, having sick Negroes, 
considered incurable by their respective physicians, and wishing to dispose of them, 
Dr. 5. will pay cash for Negroes affected with scrofula, or king's evil, confirmed 
hypochondriasm, apoplexy, diseases of the liver, kidneys, spleen, stomach and in
testines, bladder and its appendages, diarrhea, dysentery, etc. The h ighest cash 
price wi ll be paid, on application as above.' at No. 110 Church Street, Charleston. 
[87; Goodel l 's em phasis] 

Th is  profitable "atom iz ing" of the captive body provides another angle on the d ivided 
flesh: we lose any h i nt or  suggestion of a d imens ion of eth ics, of relatedness between h uman 
personality and i t s  anatom ical featu res, between one human  personal ity and another, be
tween h uman personal ity and cu l tura l  i n stitutions .  To that extent, the procedu res adopted 
for the captive flesh demarcate a total objectification,  as the ent ire captive com m u n ity 
becomes a l iv ing laboratory. 

The captive body, then, bri ngs i nto focus a gather ing of socia l  rea l i ties as wel l  as a 
metaphor for value so thoroughly i nterwoven i n  the i r  l iteral and figurative emphases that 
d isti nctions betwee n  them a re vi rtually useless. Even though the captive flesh/body has been 
"l i berated," and no one need pretend that even the quotation marks do not matter, dom i nant  
sym bol ic  activity, the ru l i ng episteme that  releases the dynam ics of  nam i ng and valuat ion, 
rem ains grou nded in the orig i nating m etaphors of captivity and m ut i lation so that i t  i s  as i f  
ne i ther  t ime nor h i story, nor h i storiography and i ts  topics, shows movem ent, as the human 
su bject is  "m u rdered " over and over aga in  by the pass ions of a blood less and anonymous 
archaism,  showing itself  in end less d i sgu ise. Fau l kner's you ng Ch ick Mallison in The Mansion 
calls " i t"  by other  names- "the ancient su bterrene atavistic fear . .. " [227] . And I would call it 
the G reat Long N ational Shame. But people do not talk l i ke that anymore- it is "em barrass
i ng," j u st as the retrieval of muti lated female bod ies will l i kely be "backward " for some peo
ple. Neither the shameface of the em barrassed, nor the not- looking-back of the self-assu red 
is of m uch i nterest to us, and w i l l  not he lp at all if rigor is our  d ream. We m ight concede, at 
the very least, that sticks a nd bricks might break our  bones, but words wil l most certa i n ly kill 
us. 

The sym bolic order that I w ish to trace i n  th is  writ ing, cal ling it an "American grammar," 
begins  at the "begi n ning," which is rea l ly  a ru ptu re and a rad ica l ly d ifferent kind of cu ltural 
contin uation . The massive demograph ic  sh ifts, the violent formation of a m odern African 
consciousness, that take place on the su bsaharan Cont inent d u ri ng the i n it iative strikes 
which open the Atlantic S lave Trade in the fifteenth centu ry of our Chr ist, i nterrupted h u n
dreds of years of black African cu lture. We write and th i n k, then, about an outcome of 
aspects of African-America n  l ife i n  the U n ited States u nder the pressu re of those events. I 
m ight as well add that the fam i liarity of th is  narrative does noth i ng to appease the h u nger of 
recorded memory, nor  does the persistence of the repeated rob these well-known, oft-told 
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events of the i r  power, even now, to startle. In a very rea l  sense, every writ ing as revis ion 
makes the "d i scovery" a l l  over aga i n .  

2 

The narratives by African peoples and the i r  descendants, though not as n u merous from 
those early centu ries of the "execrable trade " as the researcher would wish, suggest, i n  the i r  
rare occu rrence, that the  visual shock waves touched off when African and European "met" 
reverberated on both sides of the e ncou nter. The narrative of the "Life of Olaudah Eq u iano, 
or Gustavus Vassa, the African. Written by H i mse lf," fi rst publ ished in London in 1 789, 
makes it  qu ite clear that the fi rst Europeans Eq u iano observed on what is now N iger ian soil 
were as u n real for h i m  as he and others must have bee n  for the Eu ropean captors. The 
crue lty of "these wh ite men with horr ib le looks, red faces, and long ha i r," of these "sp i r its," as 
the narrator would have it, occu pies several pages of Eq u iano's attention, a longside a fi rst
hand accou nt of N igerian i nterior l ife [27 ff.]. We are justified i n  regard i ng the outcome of 
Eq u iano's experience i n  the same l ight as he h i mself m ight have - as a "fall ,"  as a veritable 
descent i nto the loss of com m u n icative force . 

If, as Todorov poi nts out, the Mayan and Aztec peoples "lost contro l  of com m u n icatio n "  
[6 1 ]  i n  l ight o f  Span ish  i nterve ntion, w e  cou ld observe, si m i larly, that Vassa fa l l s  among men 
whose language is  not on ly strange to h im, but whose habits and practices stri ke h im as 
"aston ish i ng": 

[The sea, the slave ship] filled me with astonishment, which was soon converted into 
terror, when I was carried on board. I was immediately handled, and tossed up to 
see if I were sound, by some of the crew; and I was now persuaded that I had gotten 
into a world of bad spirits, and that they were going to kill me. Their complexions, 
too, differing so much from ours, their long hair, and the language they spoke 
(which was different from any I had ever heard), united to confirm me in this belief. 
[Equ iano 2 7] 

The captivat ing party does not only "earn " the right to d ispose of the captive body as it sees 
fit, but gai ns, conseq uently, the right to name and "name" it: Eq u iano, for i nstance, identifies 
at least th ree d ifferent names that he i s  given in n u merous passages between his Ben i n  
homeland and the Vi rgi n ia  colony, the latter a n d  England - "Michael ," "Jacob," "G ustavus 
Vassa " [35; 36] . 

The n icknames by wh ich African-American women have been cal led, or regarded, or 
i m agi ned on the New World scene - the ope n i ng l i nes of th is  essay provide examples
demonstrate the powers of d i stort ion that the domi nant com m u n ity seizes as its u nlawful 
prerogative. Moyn i han's "Negro Fam ily," then, borrows its narrative energies from the grid of 
associations, from the semantic and icon ic  folds bu ried deep i n  the collective past, that come 
to su rrou nd and s ignify the captive person. Though there i s  no a bsolute poi nt of 
chronological i n it iation,  we m ight repeat certa i n  fam il iar i m pression points that lend shape 
to the busi ness of dehuman ized nam i ng. Expect ing to fi nd d i rect and am plified reference to 
Africa n women dur i ng the ope n i ng years of the Trade, the observer i s  d i sappoi nted t ime and 
aga in  that th is  cultu ral su bject is concealed beneath the mighty debr is  of the item ized ac
cou nt, between the l i nes of the massive logs of com mercial enterprise that overru n  the sense 
of clarity we believed we had gai ned concern ing this collective h u m il iat ion. Elizabeth Don
nan's enormous, fou r-vo lume documentation becomes a case in point. 

Turn i ng d i rectly to th is  sou rce, we d i scover what we had not expected to fi nd - that th is  
aspect of the search is rendered problematic and that observations of a field of man ners and 
i ts  related sociometries are an outgrowth of the i ndustry of the "exterior other" [Todorov 3] ,  
called "anth ropology" later on. The European males who laded and capta i ned these galleys 
and who pol iced and corra l led these human  bei ngs, i n  h u nd reds of vessels  from Liverpool to 
E l m i na, to Jamaica; from the Cayenne Is lands, to the ports at Char leston and Salem, and for 
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th ree centu ries of human  l ife, were not cur ious about th is  "cargo " that bled, packed li ke so 
many l ive sard i nes among the i m m ovable objects. Such i nveterate obscene bli ndness m ight 
be den ied ,  poi nt blank ,  as a possi bil ity for anyone, except that we know it happened . 

Donnan 's fi rst volume covers th ree centuries of European "d iscovery" and "conquest," 
begi n n i ng 50 years before pious Cr istoba l ,  Chri stum Ferens, the bea rer of C h ri st, laid  cla i m  to 
what he thought was the " I nd ies." From Gomes Eannes de Azu rara 's "Ch ronic le of the 
D iscovery and Conquest of G u i nea, 1 44 1 - 1 448 " [Don nan 1 :  1 8-41] , we learn that the Por
tuguese probably gai n  the d u bious d i st inction of having i ntroduced black Africans  to the 
Eu ropean market of servitude. We a re also rem inded that "Geography" i s  not a divine gift. 
Qu ite to the contrary, its boundaries were sh ifted d u ri ng the European "Age of Conquest" i n  
giddy desperat ion,  accord ing  to the d ictates of conquer ing arm ies, the ed icts of prelates, the 
pecul iar myopia of the medieval Ch ristian  m i nd .  Looking for the "N i le  River," for exam ple, 
accord i ng to the fifteenth-century Portuguese notion,  is someone's joke. For all that the pre
Colum bian  "explorers" knew about the sciences of navigation  and geography, we are sur
prised that m ore parties of them d id  not end up "d i scover ing" Europe. Perhaps, from a cer
tai n angle, that is preci sely all that they found - an alternative read i ng of ego. The Por
tuguese, having l ittle idea where the N i le  ran,  at l east understood right away that there were 
men and women darker-ski n ned than themselves, but they were not specifically 
knowledgeable, or i ngen ious, about the var ious fam i l ies and grou pi ngs represented by 
them . De Azu rara records encou nters with 

,
"Moors," "Mooresses," "Mu lattoes," and people 

"black as Eth iops" [ 1  :28], but i t  seem s  that the "Land of G u i nea," or of "B lack Men," or  of "The 
Negroes" [1  :35] was located anywhere southeast of Cape Verde, the Canaries, and the River 
Senega l ,  looking at an  eighteenth-centu ry Eu ropean version of the subsaharan  Conti nent 
along the West African coast [ 1  : frontispiece] . 

Th ree genetic d i sti nctions are available to the Portuguese eye, a l l  a long the riffs of 
mela n i n  i n  the sk in:  i n  a field of captives, some of the observed are "wh ite enough, fai r  to 
look upon, and wel l-proportioned." Others a re less "wh i te l i ke m ulattoes," and sti l l  others 
"black as Eth iops, and so ugly, both i n  features and i n  body, as a lmost to appear (to those 
who saw them) the i m ages of a lower hem isphere"  [1 :28] . By i m plicat ion, th i s  "th i rd man," 
stand ing for the most aberrant phenotype to the observing eye, embodies the l i ngu ist ic com
m u nity m ost unknown to the European .  Arabic trans lators among the Europeans cou ld at 
least "ta lk"  to the "Moors" and i nstruct them to ransom themselves, or else . . . .  

Typically, there i s  i n  th is  grammar of descr ipt ion the perspective of "declension," not of 
s imultaneity, and its point  of i n it iation is  sol ipsistic - it begins with a narrative self, i n  an ap
parent unity of feel i ng, and un l i ke Equia no, who a l so saw "ugly" when he looked out, th is  
col lective self uncovers the means by wh ich to subjugate the "foreign code of conscience," 
whose most easily remarkable and i r remed iable d ifference is  perceived in ski n color. By the 
t ime of De Azu rara 's m id-fifteenth century narrative and a century and a half before 
Shakespeare 's "o ld black ram " of an Othello "tups" that "wh ite ewe" of a Desdemona, the 
magic of skin color i s  a l ready i nsta l led as a decis ive factor i n  human deal i ngs. 

I n  De Azu rara 's narrative, we observe males looking at other males, as "female" i s  sub
sumed here u nder the general category of estrangement.  Few places i n  these excerpts carve 
out a d i st inct female space, though there are moments of portrayal that perceive female cap
t ives i n  the i m plicat ions of socio-cultura l function .  When the field of captives (referred to 
above) is d ivided among the spoilers, no heed is pa id to relations, as fatl'!ers are separated 
from sons, h u sbands from wives, brothers from s isters a nd brothers, m others from 
ch ild ren - male and female . It seems clear that the political program of European Ch ristian i ty 
promotes th is  h ierarch ical view among males, although it rema ins  puzzl ing to us exactly how 
th i s  vers ion of Ch rist ian ity t ransforms the "pagan "  a lso in to the "ugly." I t  appears that human 
beings came u p  wi th  degrees of  "fai r "  and then  the  "hideous," i n  i ts overtones of  best ia l i ty, as  
the  opposite of  "fai r," a l l  by  themselves, without stage d i rection, even though there i s  the 
cur ious and blazi ng exception  of N ietzsche 's Socrates, who was Athens 's ugliest and wisest 
and best cit izen .  The i nt imate choreography that the Portuguese narrator sets goi ng between 
the "faith less" and the "ugly" transforms a partnersh ip  of dancers i nto a s ingle figure .  Once 
the "faith less," i nd iscrim inate of the th ree stops of Portuguese sk in  color, a re transported to 
Europe, they become an  altered h uman factor: 
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And so their lot was now quite contrary to what it had been, since before they had 
lived in perdition of soul and body; of their souls, in that they were yet pagans, 
without the clearness and the light of the Holy Faith; and of their bodies, in that they 
lived like beasts, without any custom of reasonable beings - for they had no 
knowledge of bread and wine, and they were without covering of clothes, or the 
lodgment of houses; and worse than all, through the great ignorance that was in 
them, in that they had no understanding of good, but only knew how to live in 
bestial sloth. [1 :30] 

The altered h u man factor renders an a lterity of European ego, an invention,  or "discovery" as 
decisive in the fu l l  range of its socia l implications  as the birth of a newborn .  According to the 
semantic a l ignments of the excerpted passage, personhood, for this European observer, 
locates an im mediately outward and superficia l determination,  gauged by q uite arbitrarily 
opposed and specular categories: that these "pagans" did not have "bread " and "wine" did 
not mean that they were feastless, as Eq u iano observes about the Ben i n  diet, c.  1745, in the 
province of Essaka: 

Our manner of living is entirely plain; for as yet the natives are unacquainted with 
those refinements in cookery which debauch the taste; bullocks, goats, and poultry 
supply the greatest part of their food. (These constitute likewise the principal wealth 
of the country, and the chief articles of its commerce. ) The flesh is usually stewed in 
a pan; to make it savory we sometimes use pepper, and other spices, and we have 
salt made of wood ashes. Our vegetables are mostly plaintains, eadas, yams, beans 
and Indian corn. The head of the family usually eats alone; his wives and slaves have 
also their separate tables . . . .  [Eq uiano 8] 

Just as fufu serves the G hanaian d iet today as a starch-and-bread-su bstitute, pal m  wine (an 
item by the same name in the eighteenth-centu ry pa late of the Benin com m u n ity) need not 
be Heitz Cel lars Martha's Vineyard and vice-versa in order for a guest, say, to imagine that 
she has enjoyed . That African hous ing a rrangements of the fifteenth centu ry did not resem
ble those familia r to De Azu rara 's narrator need not have meant that the African com
m u nities he encou ntered were without dwel lings. Again, Eq u iano's narrative suggests that by 
the middle of the eighteenth centu ry, at least, African liv ing patterns were not only quite 
distinct in thei r sociometrica l impl ications, but that a lso the i r  architectonics accu rately 
reflected the climate and availability of resou rces in the local circumstance: "These houses 
never exceed one story in height; they are a lways bu i l t  of wood, or stakes d riven into the 
ground, crossed with wattles, and neatly p lastered within and without" [9]. Hierarchical im
pu lse in both De Azu rara 's and Eq u iano's na rratives translates all perceived diffe rence as a 
fu ndamental degradation or transcendence, but at least in Eq uiano's case, cu l tura l  practices 
a re not observed in any inti mate con nection with sk in color.  For a l l  i ntents and pu rposes, the 
politics of melan in ,  not isolated in its strange powers from the i m peratives of a mercanti le 
and com petitive economics of Europea n nation-states, wi l l  make of "transcendence"  and 
"degradation "  the basis of a historic vio lence that wil l rewrite the h istories of modern Europe 
and black Africa. These m utual ly exclusive nom i native elements come to rest on the same 
govern i ng semantics - the ahistorica l ,  o r  sym ptoms of the "sacred ." 

By August 1 5 1 8, the Spanish king, Francisco de Los Covos, u nder the aegis of a power
fu l negation ,  cou ld order "4000 negro s laves both male and female, provided they be Ch ris
t ians" to be taken to the Caribbea n,  "the islands and the main land of the ocean sea a l ready 
discovered or to be discovered " [Donnan 1 :42] . Though the notorious "Midd le  Passage" ap
pears to the investigator as a vast backgrou nd without bou ndaries in time and space, we see 
it related in Donnan 's accou nts to the opening up of the entire Western hemisphere for the 
specific pu rposes of enslavement and colon ization .  De Azu rara 's narrative belongs, then,  to 
a discou rse of appropriatio n whose strategies wil l  prove fatal to com m u nities a long the coast
l ine of West Africa, stretching, according to Olaudah Eq uiano, "3400 m i l es, from Senega l to 
Angola,  and [wi l l  include] a variety of kingdoms"  [Equiano 5]. 

The conditions of "Middle Passage" a re among the most i ncredible na rratives avai lable 
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to the student, as it remains  not eas i ly  i magi nable.  Late i n  the chron icles of the Atlantic S lave 
Trade, B rita i n 's Parl iament enterta i ned d iscussions concern i ng poss ib le "regu lations" for 
slave vessels .  A Capta i n  Perry vis ited the Liverpool port, and among the sh ips that he in
spected was "The Brookes," probably the most wel l-known i mage of the slave ga l ley with its 
representative personae etched i nto the d rawi ng l i ke so many cartoo n figures. E l izabeth 
Don na n 's second vol u me carries the "Brookes Plan," a long with an elaborate del i neation  of 
its d i mensions from the i nvestigative report ing of Perry h i m self: "Let it now be 
su pposed . . .  fu rther, that every man slave is to be a l lowed six feet by one foot four  i nches 
for room, every woman five feet ten by one foot four, every boy five feet by one foot two, 
and every g ir l  fo u r  feet six by one foot . . .  " [2:592, n] . The owner of "The Brookes," James 
Jones, had recommended that "five females be reckoned as four  ma les, and th ree boys or  
gi r ls as eq ual  to  two grown persons" [2:592] . 

These scaled i neq ual it ies com plement the com manding terms of the dehuman izi ng, 
u ngendering, and defacing project of African persons that De Azu rara's na rrator m ight have 
recogn ized. It has been poi nted out to me that these measurements do revea l the appl ica
tion of the gender rule to the materia l  condit ions of passage, but I wou ld  suggest that 
"genderi ng" takes place with i n  the confi nes of the domestic, an essentia l  metaphor that then 
spreads its tentacles for male and female su bject over a wider grou nd of human  and socia l  
purposes. Domesticity appears to gai n  i ts  power by way of a com mon origi n of cu ltural  fic
t ions that a re grou nded in the specificity of proper names, more exactly, a patronym ic, 
which,  in turn,  s ituates those persons it  "covers" in a particular place. Contrar i ly, the cargo of 
a sh ip  m ight not be rega rded as e lements of the domestic, even though the vessel that carries 
it  i s  someti mes romantica l ly  ( i ron ical ly?) person i fied as "she." The h uman cargo of a s lave 
vesse l - i n  the fu ndamenta l effacement and rem ission of African fam i ly and proper names
offers a counter-narrative to notions  of the domestic. 

Those Africa n persons i n  "Middle Passage " were l itera l ly  suspended i n  the "ocea n ic," if  
we th i nk  of the latter in i ts Freudian orientation as a n  analogy for und ifferentiated identity :  
removed from the i nd igenous land and cultu re, and not-yet "American "  either, these captive 
persons, without names that thei r captors would recogn ize, were in movement across the 
Atla ntic, but they were a lso nowhere at a l l. I nasmuch as, on  any given day, we m ight i mag
i ne, the captive persona l ity d id not know where s/he was, we cou ld say that they were the 
cultu ra l ly  "u n made," th rown in the m idst of a figu rative darkness that "exposed " thei r 
desti n ies to a n  u n known cou rse. Often enough for the capta ins  of these ga l leys, navigational  
science of the day was not sufficient to guarantee the i ntended desti nation .  We m ight say 
that the s lave sh ip, its crew, and its h u ma n-as-cargo stand for a w i ld and u ncla imed rich ness 
of possibility that is not i nterrupted, not "cou nted "/"accou nted," or  d ifferentiated, u nti l its 
movement gai ns the land thousands of m i les away from the poi nt of departure.  U nder these 
cond itions, one is neither fema le, nor male, as both subjects are taken i nto "accou nt" as 
quantities. The female i n  "Middle Passage," as the apparently smal ler  physica l mass, occupies 
"less roo m "  i n  a d i rectly translatable money economy. But she is, nevertheless, quantifiable 
by the same rules of accou nting as her male counterpart. 

I t  is not on ly difficu lt for the student to fi nd "female" in "Middle Passage," but a lso, as 
H erbert S. Kle in  observes, "African women did not enter the Atlantic s lave trade in anyth ing  
l i ke  the n u m bers of  African men.  At  a l l  ages, men outnu mbered women on the s lave sh ips 
bound for America from Africa " [Kle in  29] . Though th is  observation does not change the 
reality of African  wome n 's captivity and servitude i n  N ew World com m u n it ies, i t  does pro
vide a perspective from wh ich to contem plate the internal African slave trade, which,  ac
cord i ng to African i sts, remai ned a predom ina ntly female market. Kle in  nevertheless affi rms 
that those females forced i nto the trade were segregated "from men for policing purposes" 
["Africa n  Women " 35]. H e  cla ims  that both "were a l lotted the same space between 
decks . . .  and both were fed the sam e  food " [35]. It is not a ltogether clear from Kle i n 's 
observat ions for whom the "police" kept vigil .  It is certai nly known from evidence presented 
in Don nan 's th i rd volu m e  ("N ew England and the Middle Colon ies') that i nsu rrection was 
both freq uent and feared in passage, and we have not yet fou nd a great deal of evidence to 
support a thesis that female captives participated i n  i nsu rrect ionary act ivity [see White 
63-64] . Because it was the rule, however- not the exception - that the African female, i n  
both i nd igenous African  cultu res and i n  what becomes her "home," performed tasks of hard 
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physical labor - so m uch so that the q u i ntessential "slave" is not a male, but a female - we 
wonder at the seem ing  docil ity of the su bject, grant ing her a "femi n i zation"  that enslavement 
kept at bay. I ndeed, across the spate of d i scou rse that I exam ined for th is  writ i ng, the acts of 
enslavement and responses to it  com prise a more or  less agon istic engagement of confronta
t ional hostil it ies among males. The visual  and h i storical evidence betrays the dominant 
d iscou rse on the matter as i ncom plete, but counter-evidence is i nadeq uate as well: the sex
ual violation of captive females and thei r own express rage aga i nst thei r oppressors d id  not 
constitute events that capta ins  and the i r  crews rushed to record in letters to thei r sponsoring 
com pan ies, o r  sons on board in letters home to thei r N ew Engla nd mamas. 

One suspects that there are several ways to snare a mocki ngbird, so that i nsu rrect ion 
m ight have i nvolved, from t ime to t ime, rather more subtle means than m uti ny on the "Felic
ity," for  i n stance. At any rate, we get very l ittle notion in the written record of the life of 
women,  ch ild ren ,  and i nfants i n  "Middle Passage," and no idea of the fate of the pregnant 
female captive and the u n born,  wh ich startl ing thematic Bell Hooks addresses in the open
i ng chapter of her pathfi nd ing  work [see Hooks 1 5-49]. From Hooks 's lead, however, we 
m ight guess that the "reprod uction of mothering" in th i s  h istoric i nstance carries few of the 
benefits of a patriarchilized female gender, which, from one poi nt of view, i s  the only female 
gender there i s. 

The relative silence of the record on th i s  poi n t  constitutes a port ion of the d isqu ieti ng 
lacunae that fem i n ist i nvestigat ion seeks to fill. Such s i lence is  the n ickname of d i stortion,  of 
the u nknown h u man factor that a revi sed public d i scou rse would both u ndo and reveal. Th is  
cultu ral subject i s  i n scribed h istorically as anonym ity/anomie in  var ious public documents of 
European-America n mal(e)ventu re, from Portuguese De Azu rara in  the m iddle of the fif
teenth century, to South Caroli na 's Henry Lau rens i n  the eighteenth.  

What confuses and enriches the pictu re i s  p recisely the sameness of a nonymous por
trayal that adheres tenaciously across the d ivis ion of gender. I n  the vertical colum n s  of ac
cou nts and ledgers that com prise Donnan 's work, the terms "Negroes" and "Slaves " denote a 
com mon status .  For i n stance, entries i n  one accou nt, from September 1 700 th rough 
September 1 702, are specifically descriptive of the names of sh ips and the private traders i n  
Barbados who will receive the stipulated goods, but "No. N egroes" a n d  "Su m  sold for per 
head " are so exactly ar ith metical that it i s  as i f  these add it ions and mult ipl icat ions belong to 
the othe r  side of an  equation [Donnan 2:25] . One is  struck by the deta il and precis ion that 
characterize these accou nts, as a narrative, or  story, i s  always i m pl ied by a man or  woman 's 
name: "Wm. Webster," "John  D u nn,"  "Thos. Brownbi ll," "Robt. Knowles." But the "other" 
s ide of the page, as it  were, equally precise, throws no face in v iew. I t  seems that noth ing 
breaks the u n iform ity i n  th i s  gu ise. If i n  no other  way, the destruct ion of  the African name,  of 
k i n ,  of l i nguist ic, and ritual con nections  is so obvious i n  the vital stats sheet that we tend to 
overlook it. Quite naturally, the trader is not i n terested, i n  any semantic sense, in th i s  "bag
gage" that he must deliver, but that he is  not is all the more reason to search out the 
metaphorical i m plicat ions of naming as one of the key sou rces of a bitter American iz ing for 
African persons .  

The loss of the i nd igenous name/land provides a metaphor of d isplacement for other  
h u man and cultu ral featu res and relations, i nclud ing the  d isplacement of  the gen italia, the  
female 's and the m ale 's des i re that engenders future .  The  fact that the  enslaved person 's ac
cess to the issue of h is/her own body is not ent i rely clear in th i s  h i storic period th rows i n  
cr is is all aspects of the blood relations, a s  captors apparently felt n o  obligat ion to 
acknowledge them.  Actually try ing to understand how the confus ions of consangu i n ity 
worked becomes the project, because the outcome goes far to expla in  the rule of gender 
and its applicatio n  to the African female in captivity. 

3 

Even though the essays i n  Cla i re C. Robertson 's and Martin A. Klei n's Women and 
Slavery in Africa have specifically to do with aspects of the i nternal Africa n  slave trade, some 
of their observations shed light on the captivit ies of the Diaspora . At least these observat ions 
have the benefit of a lter i ng the kind of questions we m ight ask of these s i lent chapters. For 
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exam ple, Robertson 's essay, which opens the vol u me, d i scusses the term "slavery" i n  a wide 
va riety of relat ionsh ips .  The enslaved person as property identi fies the most fa m i l ia r  element 
of a most startl i ng proposition .  But to overlap kinlessness on the req u i rements of property 
m ight en large our  view of the cond it ions of ens lavement. Looking specifica l ly  at docu ments 
from the West African societies of Songhay and Dahomey, Claude Mei l lassoux elaborates 
severa l featu res of the property/ k in  less conste l lat ion that are h igh ly suggestive for our  own 
qu ite d ifferent pu rposes. 

Mei l lassoux argues that "s lavery creates an  economic and socia l  agent whose v i rtue l ies 
in being outside the k insh i p  system "  ["Female S lavery," Robertson qnd Kle in 50] . Because the 
Atlantic trade i nvo lved heterogeneous socia l  and eth n ic formations in an expl icit power rela
tionsh i p, we certa i n ly can not mean "ki nsh i p  system "  in precisely the same way that 
Mei l l assoux observes at work with i n  the i ntricate calcu lus  of descent among West African 
societies. However, the idea becomes useful as a poi nt of contem plation when we try to 
sha rpen our  own sense of the African female 's reprod uctive uses with i n  the d iasporic enter
prise of enslavement and the genetic reprod uction of the enslaved . In effect, u nder condi
t ions of captivity, the offspring of the female does not "belong" to the Mother, nor is  s/he 
"related " to the "owner," though the latter "possesses" it, and in the African-American i n
sta nce, often fathered it, and, as often,  without whatever benefit of patri mony. In the social 
outli ne that Meillassoux is pursu i ng, the offspr ing of the enslaved, "be ing u n related both to 
the i r  begetters and to the i r  owners . . .  , fi nd themselves i n  the situation of bei ng orphans" 
[50] . 

In the context of the U n ited States, we could not say that the enslaved offspring was "or
phaned," but the ch ild does become, under the press of a patronym ic, patrifocal, patril i neal, 
and patr iarchal order, the man/woman on the bou ndary, whose h u man and fam ilial status, 
by the very natu re of the case, had yet to be defi ned . I wou ld call th is  enforced state of 
breach another i nsta nce of vest ibula r  cultu ral formation where "ki nsh ip"  loses mea n i ng, 
since it can be invaded at any given and arbitrary moment by the property relations. I cer
ta in ly do not mean to say that African peoples i n  the New World d id not mainta i n  the 
powerful ties of sympathy that b ind blood-relations in a network of feeli ng, of conti n u ity. It is 
preci sely that relationsh ip- not customarily recogn ized by the code of slavery- that 
h i stor ians have long identified as the i nviolable "Black Fam ily" and fu rther suggest that this 
structu re remains  one of the supreme social ach ievements of African-Americans u nder con
d it ions of enslavement [see John  B lass i ngame 79 ff. ] .  

Indeed, the  revised "B lack Fam ily" of  enslavement has  engendered an  older trad it ion of 
h i storiograph ical and sociological writ i ngs than we usually th i n k .  Iron ica l ly  enough, E .  
Fra n k l i n  Frazier's Negro Family i n  the United States l i kely provides the  closest contemporary 
narrative of conceptua l izatio n  for the "Moyn ihan  Report." Origi na l ly  publ ished i n  1 939, 
Frazier's work u nderwent two redactions in 1 948 and 1 966. Even though Frazier's outlook 
on th is  fami l ia l  configuration rema ins  basica l ly sangu i ne, I would support Angela Davis 's 
skeptical read i ng of Frazier's "Black Matriarchate " [Davis 1 4] .  "Except where the master's will 
was concerned," Frazier contends, th is  matriarchal figu re "developed a spi rit of in 
dependence and a keen sense of  her personal rights" [ 1 966: 47;  em phasis m i ne] .  The "excep
tion "  in th is  i nstance tends to be overwhelm i ng, as the African-American female 's 
"domi nance " and "strength"  come to be i nterpreted by later generations- both black and 
wh ite, oddly enough- as a "pathology," as an  i n strument of castratio n .  Frazier's larger poi nt, 
we m ight suppose, is that Africa n-Americans developed such resou rcefulness u nder condi
tions of captivity that "fam ily" must be conceded as one of thei r redou btable social at
ta i n ments . Th is  l i ne of i nterpretation is pu rsued by B lassi ngame and Eugene Genovese [Roll, 
Jordan, Roll 70- 75] , among other U .S .  h istor ians, and i ndeed assumes a centra l ity of focus i n  
our  own th i n ki ng about the i m pact a n d  outcome o f  captivity. 

It seems clear, however, that "Fa m i ly," as we practice and understand it " in the 
West" - the vertical transfer of a blood l i ne, of a patronym ic, of titles and entitlements, of real 
estate and the prerogatives of "cold cash," from fathers to sons and i n  the supposedly free ex
change of affectional ties between a male and a female of his choice - becomes the 
myth ica lly revered privilege of a free and freed com m u n ity. In that sense, African peoples i n  
the h i storic Diaspora had noth i ng to prove, if the point  had been that they were not capable 
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of "fam i ly"  (read "civ i l izat ion "), s i nce it is stu n n ingly evident, i n  Eq u iano's narrative, for i n
stance, that Africans  were not on ly  capable of the concept and the practice of "fam i ly," i n 
c lud ing "slaves," but  i n  modes of  elaboration and nam i ng that were a t  least as  com plex as 
those of the "nuclear fam i ly"  " i n  the West." 

Whether or  not we decide that the support systems that African-Americans  derived 
u nder cond it ions of captivity should be ca lled "fam ily," or  someth i ng else, stri kes me as 
supremely i mpert inent.  The poi nt rema ins  that captive persons  were forced i nto patterns of 
dispersal, begi n n i ng with the Trade itself, i nto the horizontal related ness of language groups, 
d i scou rse formations, blood l i nes, names, and properties by the legal a rrangements of 
enslavement. I t  i s  true that the most "wel l-mea n i ng" of "masters" (and there must have been 
some) could not, did not a lter the ideological and h egemon ic mandates of domi nance. I t 
m u st be conceded that Africa n-Americans, u nder the press of a hosti l e  and compu lsory 
patr iarchal  order, bou nd and determ i ned to destroy them, or to preserve them on ly  i n  the 
service and at the behest of the "master" class, exercised a degree of cou rage and wil l  to su r
vive that startles the i m agi nation even now. Although it makes good revis ion ist h i story to 
read th is  ta le  liberally, i t  is probably truer than we know at th is  d i stance (and truer than con
tem porary socia l  practice in the com m u n ity wou ld  suggest on occasion) that the captive per
son developed, t ime and aga in ,  certai n  eth ical and sent imental featu res that tied her and 
h i m, across the landscape to others, often sold from hand to hand, of the same and d ifferent  
blood i n  a com mon fabric of memory and i nsp iration .  

W e  m ight choose to cal l  t h i s  con nected ness "fam i ly," or  "support structure," b u t  that i s  a 
rather different case from the moves of a domi nant sym bol ic  order, p ledged to mai nta i n  the 
supremacy of race. I t  i s  that order that forces "fam i ly" to modify itse lf  when it  does not mean 
fami ly of the "master," or  dom inant enclave. I t  i s  th i s  rhetorical and sym bolic move that 
declares primacy over any other  h u ma n  and social cla im,  and i n  that political o rder of th i ngs, 
"ki n,"  j ust as gender formation, has no decis ive legal or  social efficacy. 

We return freq uently to Frederick Douglass's carefu l e laborations of the arrangements 
of captivity, and we are aston i shed each reading by two d i spersed, yet poignantly related, fa
m i l ia l  enactments that suggest a connection between "ki nsh ip"  and "property." Douglass tel ls 
us early i n  the ope n i ng chapter of the 1 845 Narrative that he was sepa rated in i nfancy from 
h i s  mother: "For what th is  separation is [sic] done, I do not know, u n less it be to h i nder the 
development of the ch i l d 's affection toward its mother, and to b lunt and destroy the natural 
affection of the mother for the ch i ld. This i s  the i nevitable resu lt"  [22] . 

Perhaps one of the assertions that Mei l lassoux advances concern i ng ind igenous African 
formations of enslavement m ight be tu rned as a question,  aga inst the perspective of 
Douglass's witness: is the genetic reprod uction of the slave and the recogn it ion of the rights 
of the s lave to h i s  or her offspring a check on the profitability of slavery? And how so, if  so? 
We see vaguely the route to fram ing a response, especia l ly  to the question 's second half  and 
perhaps to the fi rst: the enslaved m ust not be perm itted to perceive that  he or  she has any 
h u man rights that matter. Certa i n ly if  "ki nsh ip"  were possible, the property relations wou ld 
be undermi ned, s i nce the offspring wou ld  then "belong" to a mother and a father. I n  the 
system that Douglass a rticu lates, genetic reproduction becomes, then, not an  elaboration of 
the l ife-pr inciple i n  its cu ltu ra l  overlap, but an extension of the bou ndaries of pro l i ferat ing 
properties. Mei l lassoux goes so far as to argue that "s lavery exists where the slave c lass i s  
reprod uced through inst itutional apparatus: war  and market" [SO] . S i nce, i n  the U n ited 
States, the market of s lavery identified the chief i n stitutional means for mai ntai n i ng a class of 
enforced serv i le  labor, it seems that the bio logica l reprod uction of the ens laved was not 
a lone sufficient to reenforce the estate of s lavery. If, as Mei l l assoux contends, "fe m i n i n ity 
loses its sacredness i n  slavery" [64], then so does "motherhood " as female blood-rite/ right. To 
that extent, the captive female body locates precisely a moment of convergi ng pol it ica l  and 
socia l  vectors that  mark the flesh as a pr ime com m od ity of exchange .  W h i le th is  proposit ion 
i s  open to further exploration,  suffice it to say now that this open excha nge of female bod ies 
in the raw offers a kind of U r-text to the dynam ics of s ign ification and representat ion that the 
gendered female wou ld  u n ravel. 

For Douglass, the loss of h i s  m other eventuates in a l ienation from h i s  brother and 
s isters, who l ive in the sam e  house with h i m :  "The early separation of us  from ou r mother 
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had wel l  n igh blotted the fact of our  relationsh i p  from our  memories" [45] .  What cou ld th is  
m ean?  The physical prox i m ity of the s ib l i ngs survives the m other's death . They grasp the i r  
connection i n  the  physical sense, but  Douglass appears to  mean  a psychological bond ing 
whose success mandates the mother's presence. Cou ld  we say, then, that  the feeling of k in 
sh ip  i s  not i nevitable? That  i t  describes a relat ionsh i p  that appears "natu ral," but must be 
"cult ivated " u nder actual materia l  condit ions? If the ch i ld 's human ity is m i rrored i n it ially i n  
the eyes o f  its m other, o r  the materna l  fu nction, then w e  m ight be able to guess that the 
social su bjed grasps the whole dynamic of resemblance and k insh ip  by way of the same 
sou rce. 

There is an amazing thematic synonym ity on th is  point between aspects of Douglass's 
Narrative and Malcolm El-Hajj Ma l i k  El Shabazz's Autobiography of Malcolm X [2 1 ff. ] .  
Through the loss of  the mother, i n  the latter contem porary i n stance, to  the i n stitution of  " i n
san i ty"  and the state - a  full century after Douglass 's writ ing and u nder social  cond it ions that 
m ight be designated a post-emancipation neo-enslavement - Malcolm and his s ibl i ngs, 
robbed of their  activist father i n  a kkk-l ike ambush, are not on ly widely d ispersed across a 
makesh ift social  terra i n, but also show sym ptoms of estrangement and "d isremembering" 
that req u i re many years to heal,  and even then, only by way of Malcolm 's prison ordeal 
tu rned, eventually, i nto a redemptive occu rrence. 

The destructive loss of the natural mother, whose biologica l /genetic relationsh ip to the 
ch i ld remains  u n ique  and u nam biguous, opens the enslaved you ng to social  am bigu ity and 
chaos: the a m bigu ity of h is/her fatherhood and to a structu re of other relational e lements, 
now threatened, that would decla re the you ng's connection to a genetic and h i storic futu re 
by way of the i r  own s ib l i ngs. That the father i n  Douglass's case was most l i kely the "master," 
not by any means special to Douglass, i nvolves a h ideous paradox. Fatherhood, at best a 
supreme cultu ral cou rtesy, attenuates here on the one hand i nto a monstrous accu m u lation 
of power on the other.  One has been "made" and "bought" by d i sparate cu rrencies, l i n k i ng 
back to a common origi n of exchange and dom i nation .  The den ied genetic l i n k  becomes the 
ch ief strategy of an  u nden ied ownersh ip, as if  the i nterrogation i nto the father's identity - the 
blan k  space where his proper name wil l  fit - were answered by the fact, de jure of a material 
possession .  "And this i s  done," Douglass asserts, "too obviously to adm i n i ster to the [masters1 
own lusts, and make a gratification of thei r wicked desi res profitable as wel l as pleasu rable" 
[23] . 

Whether or not the captive female and/or her  sexual oppressor derived "pleasure"  from 
the i r  seductions and coup l i ngs is not a question we can politely ask. Whether or not 
"pleasu re "  is poss ib le at all u nder condi tions that I wou ld  aver as non-freedom for both or 
either of the parties has not been settled .  I ndeed, we could go so far as to enterta i n  the very 
real poss ib i l i ty that "sexuality," as a term of imp l ied relat ionsh ip  and desi re, is d u biously ap
propriate, manageable, or  accurate to any of the fa m i l ia l  a rrangements u nder a system of 
enslavement, from the master's fami ly to the captive enclave . Under these arrangements, the 
customary lex i s  of sexua l ity, i nclud ing  "reproduction," "motherhood," "pleasu re," and 
"des i re "  are th rown i nto u n re l ieved cris is .  

I f  the test imony of Linda B rent/ Harriet Jacobs i s  to be believed, the officia l  m istresses of 
slavery's "masters" constitute a privileged class of the tormented, if such contradidion ca n be 
enterta i ned [Brent 29-35]. L inda B rent/ H arriet Jacobs recou nts i n  the cou rse of her narrative 
scenes from a "psychodrama," oppos ing herself and "Mrs. F l i nt," in what we have com e  to 
consider the classic align ment between captive woman and free. Suspect ing that her hus
band, Dr.  F l i nt, has sexual  designs on the young  Linda (and the doctor is nearly h u morously 
i ncom petent at i t, accord i ng to the story l i ne), Mrs. F l i nt assumes the role  of a pera m bu latory 
n ightmare who visi ts the captive woman i n  the spir it  of a vei led seduction .  Mrs. F l i nt i m itates 
the i ncubus who "rides" its v ict im in order to exad confession, expiat ion,  and anyth ing else 
that the immateria l  power m ight want. (Gayle Jones's Corregidora [ 1 975] weaves a contem
porary fict ional situation around the h i storic m otif of  entangled female sexualit ies.) Th is  nar
rative scene from Brent's work, d ictated to Lyd ia  Maria Ch i ld, provides an i nstance of a 
repeated seq uence, pu rportedly based on "rea l "  l i fe .  But the scene i n  question appea rs to so 
com m i ngle its s ignals with the fidive, with casebook narratives from psychoanalys is, that we 
a re certa i n  that the narrator has her hands on an explosive moment of N ew-World/U.S.  
h istory that fem i n i st i nvest igation i s  begin n i ng to u n ravel. The narrator recalls: 
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Sometimes I woke up, and found her bending over me. At other times she 
whispered in my ear, as though it were her husband who was speaking to me, and 
listened to hear what I would answer. If she startled me, on such occasion, she 
would glide stealthily away; and the next morning she would tell me I had been 
talking in my sleep, and ask who I was talking to. At last, I began to be fearful for my 
life . . . . [Brent 33] 

The "jea lous m istress" here (but "jealous"  for whom ?) forms a n  analogy with the "master" to 
the extent that male dom i native modes give the male the material means to fu l ly  act out 
what the female m ight only wish. The m i stress in the case of Brent's narrative becomes a 
metaphor for his madness that ar ises i n  the ecstasy of u nchecked power. Mrs .  F l i nt enacts a 
male a l ib i  and prosthetic motion that is mob i l ized at night, at the material  place of the d ream 
work . I n  both male and female i n stances, the subject attem pts to inculcate h i s  or her w i l l  i nto 
the vu l nerable, supi ne body. Though th is  i s  barely h i nted on the su rface of the text, we m ight 
say that Brent, between the l i nes of her narrative, demarcates a sexual ity that i s  neuter
bou nd, i nasmuch as it represents an open vu l nerabi l ity to a gigantic sexual ized reperto i re 
that may be alternately expressed as ma le/female. S ince the gendered female exists for the 
male, we m ight suggest that the u ngendered female - in an  amazing stroke of pansexual  
potential  - m ight be invaded/raided by another woman or man.  

I f  Incidents in the Life of  a Slave Girl were a novel, and not the memoi rs of a n  escaped 
female captive, then we m ight say that "Mrs .  F l i nt" is a l so the narrator's projection, her crea
tion, so that for a l l  her pious and correct u m brage toward the outrage of her captivity, some 
aspect of Linda Brent i s  released in a man ifold repetition crisis that the doctor's wife comes to 
stand i n  for .  I n  the case of both an i m agi ned fiction and the narrative we have from Brent/ 
Jacobs/Ch ild, pu blished only four years before the officia l  proclamations of Freedom, we 
cou ld say that African-American women 's com m u n ity and Anglo-American  women 's com
m u n ity, u nder certa i n  shared cu ltu ral cond itions, were the twi n  adants on a com mon 
psychic landscape, were subject to the same fabric of d read and h u m i l iation .  Neither could 
cla im her body and its various productions - for q u ite d ifferent reasons, a lbeit - as her own, 
and i n  the case of the doctor's wife, she appears not to have wanted her body at a l l ,  but to 
desi re to enter someone else's, specifica l ly, L inda Brent's, i n  a n  apparently classic i n stance of 
sexual  "jea lousy" and appropriation . I n  fact, from one poi nt of view, we can not u n ravel one 
female's narrative from the other's, can not decipher one without tr ipping over the other. I n  
that sense, these "th reads cable-strong" of an i ncestuous, i nterracia l  genea logy u ncover 
slavery in the U n ited States as one of the richest d isplays of the psychoanalytic d imensions of 
cultu re before the science of Eu ropea n psychoanalysis  takes hold . 

4 

But just as we d u ly regard s i m i larit ies between l ife cond it ions of American 
women - captive and free - we must observe those u ndeniable contrasts and d ifferences so 
decisive that the African-American female's h i storic cla im to the territory of womanhood and 
"fe m i n i n ity" sti l l  tends to rest too sol id ly  on the subtle and sh ift ing cal ibrations of  a l i bera l  
ideology. Valerie Sm ith 's read ing of the ta le of  L inda Brent as a ta le  of  "garret ing" enables our  
notion that  female gender for captive women 's com m u n ity i s  the ta le wr i t  between the l i nes 
and in the not-qu ite spaces of an American domesticity. It i s  th is  ta le that we try to make 
clearer, or, keep ing with the metaphor, "bring on l i ne." 

If the poi nt is  that the h istoric cond itions of African-America n women m ight be read as 
an  u nprecedented occasion in the nat ional  context, then gender and the arrangements of 
gender are both crucial and evasive.  Hold i ng, however, to a specia l ized reading of female 
gender as an  outcome of a certa i n  pol it ica l ,  socio-cultu ral em powerment with i n  the context 
of the U n ited States, we would regard d ispossession as the loss of gender, or one of the ch ief 
elements in an a ltered read ing  of gender: "Women are considered of no value, unless they 
conti n ually i ncrease thei r owner's stock.  They were put on par with a n i mals"  [Brent 49; em
phasis m i ne] . L inda Brent's witness appears to contrad ict the poi nt I wou ld make, but I am 
suggesting that even though the  enslaved female reproduced other enslaved persons, we do 

diacritics I summer 1 987 77 

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


not read "bi rth " i n  th i s  i nstance as a reprod uction of m otheri ng precisely because the female, 
l i ke the male, has been robbed of the parental right, the parental fu nction .  One treads 
dangerous ground i n  suggest ing an equation between female gender and motheri ng; in fact, 
fem i n ist i n q u i ry/praxi s  and the actual day-to-day l ivi ng of n u mberless American women -
black and whi te - have gone far to break the enth rallment of a female su bject-posit ion to the 
theoretical and actua l  s ituat ion of matern ity. Our  task here would be lightened considerably 
if  we could s imply slide over the powerfu l "No," the sign ificant exception. In the h istoric for
mation to which I poi nt, however, motherhood and female gendering/u ngenderi ng appear 
so i nt imately a l igned that they seem to speak the same language. At least it  i s  plaus i ble to say 
that motherhood, wh ile it  does not exhaust the problematics of female gender, offers one 
prom inent line of approach to it .  I would go farther: Because African-American women ex
perienced uncerta i nty regard i ng thei r infants' l ives i n  the h istoric s ituat ion,  genderi ng, i n  its 
coeval reference to Africa n-American women, insinuates an i mp l icit and u n resolved puzzle 
both with i n  cu rrent fem i n ist d iscourse and with i n  those d iscu rs ive com m u n ities that i n 
vestigate the  ent i re problematics of  cultu re. Are we m i staken to  suspect that h i story - at least 
i n  th is  i n stance - repeats i tself yet agai n ?  

Every featu re of  social  and h u ma n  d ifferentiation d i sappears i n  pu blic d i scou rses regard
i ng the Africa n-American person ,  as we encou nter, in the jur id ical codes of slavery, person
al ity reified. William Goodell's study not only demonstrates the rhetorical and moral pas
s ions of the a bol it ion i st project, but also lends i ns ight i nto the corpus of law that u nderwri tes 
ens lavement. If "s lave" is perceived as the essence of stillness (an early vers ion of "ethn icity") , 
or of an u ndynam ic human state, fixed i n  t ime and space, then the law art iculates th is  i m pos
s ib i l ity as its i n herent featu re :  "S laves sha l l  be deemed, sold, taken, reputed and adjudged i n  
law t o  b e  chattels personal, i n  the hands o f  the i r  owners a n d  possessors, a n d  thei r executors, 
ad m i n i strators, and assigns, to all i n tents, constructions, and pu rposes whatsoever"  [23;  
Goodell  em phasis] . 

Even though we tend to parody and si m pl ify matters to behave as if the various civil 
codes of the slave-hold i ng U n ited States were monol ith ical ly  i nformed, u n ified, and exe
cuted in thei r appl ication,  or that the "code "  itself i s  spontaneously generated in an u nd i
vided h istoric moment, we read it nevertheless as exactly th is - the peak points, the sa l ient 
and characteristic featu res of a human and social proced u re that evolves over a natu ra l h i s
torical seq uence and represents, conseq uently, the narrative shorthand of a transaction that 
is r iddled, in practice, with contrad ictions, accident, and su rprise. We cou ld suppose that the 
legal encodations of enslavement stand for the statistica l ly average case, that the legal code 
provides the topics of a project i ncreasingly th reatened and self-conscious.  It i s, perhaps, not 
by chance that the laws regard i ng s lavery appear to crysta l l ize in the precise m oment when 
agitation aga i nst the arrangement becomes a rticu late i n  certa i n  Eu ropean and N ew-World 
com m u n it ies. In that regard, the slave codes that Goodel l  descri bes are themselves an  i n
stance of the cou nter and i solated text that seeks to s i lence the contrad ictions and antitheses 
engendered by it. For exam ple, aspects of A rticle 46 1 of the South Caro l i na  Civ i l  Code ca ll 
attention to just the sort of u neasy oxymoronic character that the "pecu l ia r  i n stitution " at
tem pts to susta i n  i n  transform i ng personality i nto property. 

1 )  The "slave" is movable by natu re, but " i m m ovable by the operat ion of law" [Goodel l  
24] . As I read th is, law i tse lf i s  com pel led to a poi nt of satu rat ion, or  a reverse zero degree, 
beyond which it  can not move in the behalf of the enslaved or the free. We reca l l ,  too, that 
the "master," u nder these pervers ions of judicial power, i s  i m pe l led to treat the enslaved as 
property, and not as person .  These laws stand for the kind of social  formu lation that armed 
forces w i l l  he lp excise from a l iv ing context i n  the cam paigns of civi l war. They a lso em body 
the u ntenable h u man relat ionsh i p  that Henry David Thoreau bel ieved occasioned acts of 
"civ i l  d i sobed ience," the moral p h i losophy to wh ich Mart i n  Luther K i ng, Jr. would su bscribe 
i n  the latter ha lf  of the twentieth centu ry. 

2) S laves sha l l  be reputed and considered real estate, "su bject to be mortgaged, accord
i ng to the rules prescri bed by law" [Goodel l  24] . I em phasize "reputed " and "considered " as 
pred icate adjectives that i nvite attention because they denote a contrivance, not an i ntran
sit ive " i s,"  or the transfer of nom inative property from one syntactic poi nt to another by way 
of a weakened copulative . The status of the "reputed " can change, as it  w i l l  s ignifica ntly 
before the n i neteenth centu ry closes. The mood here - the  "shall be" - is poi ntedly subju nc-
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t ive, or the situation devoutly to be wished . The the s lave-hold i ng class is forced, i n  t ime, to 
th i n k  and do someth i ng else is the narrative of violence that enslavement itself has been 
prepar ing for a couple of centu ries. 

Lou is iana's and South Caro l i na 's written codes offer a parad igm for praxi s  in those i n 
stances where a written text i s  m i ss i ng. I n  that case, the  "chattel pri nciple has  . . .  been af
fi rmed and mai nta ined by the cou rts, and i nvolved i n  legis lative acts" [Goodel l  25] . I n  
Maryland,  a l egislative enactment of 1 798 shows so forcefu l a synonymity of motives be
tween branches of com parable governance that a l i n e  between "jud icia l "  and "legis lative" 
fu nctions is useless to draw: " I n  case the personal  property of a ward sha l l  cons ist of specific 
a rticles, such as slaves, work ing beasts, an ima ls  of any k i nd, stock, fu rnitu re, p lates, books, 
and so forth ,  the Cou rt if  i t  shal l  deem it advantageous  to the ward, may at any t ime, pass an  
order for the sa le  thereof" [56] . Th is  i nan imate and  corporate ownersh i p - the  vot ing d i strict 
of a ward - is here spoken for, or m ight be, as a s i ngle s lave-hold ing male i n  determi nations 
concern ing property. 

The eye pauses, however, not so m uch at the provis ions of th is  enactment as at the 
deta i l s  of i ts de l i neation. Everywhere i n  the descriptive docu ment, we are stu n ned by the 
s imu ltaneity of d i sparate items in a gram matical series: "Slave" appears in the same context 
with beasts of burden, a// and any an ima l (s) , various l i vestock, and a vi rtua l ly  end less profu
sion of domestic content from the c u l i nary item to the book.  U n l i ke the taxonomy of 
Borges 's "Certa i n  Ch i nese encycloped ia," whose contem plation opens Foucau lt's Order of 
Things, these items from a certa in  America n  encycloped ia do not susta i n  d i screte and 
loca l ized "powers of contagion," nor  has the ground of thei r concatenation been desiccated 
beneath the m .  That i m posed u n iform ity com prises the shock, that somehow th is  m ix of 
named th i ngs, l ive and i na n i mate, col lapsed by contigu ity to the same text of "rea l i sm," car
ries a d istu rbingly promi nent item of m isplacement.  To that extent, the project of l i beration  
for Africa n-Americans has  fou nd u rgency i n  two passionate motivations that are twi nned -
1 )  to break apart, to ru ptu re violently the laws of American behavior that make such syntax 
possi ble; 2) to i ntrod uce a new semantic fie ld/fold more appropriate to h i s/her own h i storic 
movement.  I regard this twi n  compu ls ion as d isti nct, though related, moments of the very 
same narrative process that m ight appear as a concentration or a d i spersa l .  The narratives of 
L inda Brent, Frederick Douglass, and Malco lm El-Hajj Ma l i k  El-Shabazz (aspects of wh ich are 
exa m i ned i n  th is  essay) each represent both narrative am bit ions as they occu r u nder the 
auspices of "author." 

Related ly, we m ight i n terpret the whole career of African-Americans, a decisive factor 
i n  national  pol it ical l ife s i nce the m id-seventeenth century, i n  l ight of the intervening, in
truding tale, or the tale - l i ke Brent's "garret" space - "between the l i n es," which a re a l ready 
i nscribed , as a metaphor of social and cultu ra l  management. Accord ing to th i s  read i ng, 
ge nder, or sex-role assignat ion, or the clear differentiation of sexual  stuff, susta i ned 
elsewhere in the culture, does not emerge for the African-America n female in this h i storic i n 
stance, except i nd i rectly, except as a way to  reenforce through the  process of  b i rth i ng, "the 
reprod uction of the relations of prod uction"  that i nvolves "the reprod uction of the val ues 
and behavior patterns necessary to mai nta i n  the system of h ierarchy in its various aspects of 
gender, class, and race or  eth n icity" [Margaret Strobe l ,  "Slavery and Reprod uctive Labor i n  
Mom basa," Robertson a n d  Kle i n  1 2 1 ] .  Fol lowi ng Strobel 's lead, I wou ld suggest that the 
foregoi ng identifies one of the th ree categories of reprod uctive labor that African-American 
females ca rry out u nder the reg ime of captivity.  But th is  rep l ication of ideology is never s im
ple i n  the case of female su bject-pos it ions, and it  appears to acq u i re a th ickened layer of 
motives in the case of African-American  females. 

I f  we can account for an or ig inary narrative and judicial pr inciple that m ight have 
e ngendered a "Moyn ihan  Report," many years into the twentieth centu ry, we can not do 
much better than look at Goodel l 's reading of the partus sequitur ventrem: the condit ion of 
the slave mother i s  "forever enta i led on al l  her remotest posterity." This maxim of civi l law, i n  
Goode l l 's view, the "ge n u i ne and degrad ing pr incip le of slavery, i nasmuch as i t  places the 
slave upon a level with brute a n i m als, preva i l s  u n iversa l ly  in the slave-hold ing states" 
[Goodel l  27] . But what i s  the "condition"  of the mother? I s  it the "condit ion" of enslavement 
the writer m eans, or  does he mean the "mark" and the "knowledge " of the mother u pon the 
ch i ld  that here trans lates i nto the cultural ly forbidden and i m pure? In an  el is ion of terms, 
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"mother" and "enslavement" are ind i st i nct categories of the i l l egit i mate i nasm uch as each of 
these synonymous elements defi nes, i n  effect, a cu ltura l  s ituat ion that is father-lacking. 
Goodel l ,  who does not on ly  report th i s  max im of law as an aspect of h i s  own factual ity, but 
a lso regards it, as does Douglass, as a fu ndamental degradat ion,  supposes descent and iden
t ity th rough the female l i ne as com pa rable to a brute a n i ma l ity. Know i ng a l ready that there 
are h u man com m u n ities that a l ign socia l  reproductive procedu re accord ing  to the l i ne  of the 
mother, and Goodel l  h i mself m ight have known it some years later, we can only conclude 
that the provis ions of patr iarchy, here exacerbated by the preponderant powers of an  enslav
ing c lass, declare Mother Right, by defi n it ion,  a negat ing featu re of h u man com m u n ity. 

Even though we a re not even tal k ing about any of the matriarchal  featu res of socia l  pro
duct ion/ reproduction - matrifocal ity, matri l i n ea rity, matriarchy - when we speak of the 
ens laved person ,  we perceive that the domi nant cu l ture, i n  a fata l  m isu nderstand i ng, assigns 
a matria rch i st va lue  where it does not belong; actua l ly misnames the power of the female 
regard i ng the enslaved com m u n ity. Such nam i ng i s  false because the female cou ld  not, i n  
fact, c la im h e r  ch i ld ,  and fa l se, once aga in ,  because "motherhood " is  not perceived i n  the 
prevai l i ng  soc ia l  c l i m ate as a legit imate proced u re of c u ltura l  i n heritance. 

The African-American male has been touched, therefore, by the mother, handed by her 
in  ways that he  can not escape, and in ways that the wh ite American male i s  a l lowed to tem
porize by a fatherly reprieve .  This h u m a n  and h i storic development - the text that has been 
i nscribed on the ben ighted heart of the continent - takes us to the center of an i nexorable 
d ifference in the depths of America n  women 's com m u n ity: the African-American woman, 
the m other, the daughter, becomes h i storica l ly  the powerfu l and shadowy evocat ion of a 
cu ltu ra l  synthesis long evaporated - the law of the Mother - on ly  and precisely because legal 
ens lavement removed the African-American male not so much from sight as from mimetic 
view as a partner  i n  the preva i l i ng socia l  fict ion of the Father's name, the Father's law. 

Therefore, the female, i n  this order of th i ngs, breaks in upon the imagi nat ion with a 
forcefu lness that marks both a den ia l  and a n  " i l l egit imacy." Because of th is  pecu l ia r  American 
denial ,  the black American male embodies the only American com m u n ity of males which 
has had the specific occasion to learn who the female is  with i n  itself, the infant ch i ld  who 
bears the l i fe aga inst the cou ld-be fatefu l gam ble, agai nst the odds of  pu lverizat ion and 
m u rder, i nc lud i ng her own .  It is the heritage of  the mother that  the African-American male 
m ust rega i n  as a n  aspect of  h i s  own person hood - the power of  "yes" to the "female" with i n .  

Th is  d ifferent cu l tura l  text actual ly reconfigu res, i n  h i storica l ly  ordai ned d i scou rse, cer
ta i n  representational potentia l it ies for African-Americans:  1 )  motherhood as female b lood
rite is  outraged, is  den ied,  at the very same time that it becomes the found ing  term of a 
h u man and socia l  enactment; 2) a d ua l  fatherhood is set i n  motion, com prised of the African 
father's banished name and body and the captor father's mocking presence. In this play of 
paradox, only the female stands in the flesh, both mother and mother-d ispossessed . Th is  
problemat iz ing of gender places her, i n  my view, out of the trad it ional sym bol ics of female 
gender, and it is our task to make a place for th is  d ifferent social  subject. In doing so, we are 
less i nterested i n  joi n i ng the ranks of gendered femaleness than gai n ing  the insurgent ground 
as female socia l  subject .  Actua l ly  claiming the monstrosity (of a female with the potential  to 
"name") ,  which her  cu l ture i m poses i n  bl i nd ness, "Sapph i re "  m ight rewrite after a l l  a rad ica l ly  
d ifferent text for a female em powerment. 
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