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arithmetical that it is as if these additions and multiplications belong to the other 
side of an equation [Donnan 2:25]. One is struck by the detail and precision that 
characterize these accounts, as a narrative, or story, is always implied by a man 
or woman’s name: “Wm. Webster,” “John Dunn,” “Thos. Brownbill,” “Robt. 
Knowles.” But the “other” side of the page, as it were, equally precise, throws 
no face in view. It seems that nothing breaks the uniformity in this guise. If in 
no other way, the destruction of the African name, of kin, of linguistic, and ritual 
connections is so obvious in the vital stats sheet that we tend to overlook it. Quite 
naturally, the trader is not interested, in any semantic sense, in this “baggage” that 
he must deliver, but that he is not is all the more reason to search out the meta-
phorical implications of naming as one of the key sources of a bitter Americanizing 
for African persons.
 The loss of the indigenous name/land provides a metaphor of displacement for 
other human and cultural features and relations, including the displacement of 
the genitalia, the female’s and the male’s desire that engenders the future. The 
fact that the enslaved person’s access to the issue of his/her own body is not en-
tirely clear in this historic period throws in crisis all aspects of the blood relations, 
as captors apparently felt no obligation to acknowledge them. Actually trying to 
understand how the confusions of consanguinity worked becomes the project, 
because the outcome goes far to explain the rule of gender and its application to 
the African female in captivity.

3
Even though the essays in Claire C. Robertson’s and Martin A. Klein’s Women and 
Slavery in Africa have specifi cally to do with aspects of the internal African slave 
trade, some of their observations shed light on the captivities of the Diaspora. 
At least these observations have the benefi t of altering the kind of questions 
we might ask of these silent chapters. For example, Robertson’s essay, which 
opens the volume, discusses the term “slavery” in a wide variety of relationships. 
The enslaved person as property identifi es the most familiar element of a most 
startling proposition. But to overlap kinlessness on the requirements of property 
might enlarge our view of the conditions of enslavement. Looking specifi cally 
at documents from the West African societies of Songhay and Dahomey, Claude 
Meillassoux elaborates several features of the property/kinless constellation that 
are highly suggestive for our own quite different purposes.
 Meillassoux argues that “slavery creates an economic and social agent whose 
virtue lies in being outside the kinship system” [“Female Slavery,” Robertson 
and Klein 50]. Because the Atlantic trade involved heterogeneous social and eth-
nic formations in an explicit power relationship, we certainly cannot mean “kin-
ship system” in precisely the same way that Meillassoux observes at work within 
the intricate calculus of descent among West African societies. However, the 
idea becomes useful as a point of contemplation when we try to sharpen our own 
sense of the African female’s reproductive uses within the diasporic enterprise of 
enslavement and the genetic reproduction of the enslaved. In effect, under con-
ditions 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 
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African-American instance, often fathered it, and, as often, without whatever ben-
efi t of patrimony. In the social outline that Meillassoux is pursuing, the offspring 
of the enslaved, “being unrelated both to their begetters and to their owners . . . , 
fi nd themselves in the situation of being orphans” [50].
 In the context of the United States, we could not say that the enslaved off-
spring was “orphaned,” but the child does become, under the press of a pat-
ronymic, patrifocal, patrilineal, and patriarchal order, the man/woman on the 
boundary, whose human and familial status, by the very nature of the case, had 
yet to be defi ned. I would call this enforced state of breach another instance of 
vestibular cultural formation where “kinship” loses meaning, since it can be invaded 
at any given and arbitrary moment by the property relations. I certainly do not mean 
to say that African peoples in the New World did not maintain the powerful ties 
of sympathy that bind blood-relations in a network of feeling, of continuity. It is 
precisely that relationship—not customarily recognized by the code of slavery—
that historians have long identifi ed as the inviolable “Black Family” and further 
suggest that this structure remains one of the supreme social achievements of 
 African-Americans under conditions of enslavement [see John Blassingame 79 
ff.].
 Indeed, the revised “Black Family” of enslavement has engendered an older 
tradition of historiographical and sociological writings than we usually think. Iron-
ically enough, E. Franklin Frazier’s Negro Family in the United States likely pro-
vides the closest contemporary narrative of conceptualization for the “Moynihan 
Report.” Originally published in 1939, Frazier’s work underwent two redactions 
in 1948 and 1966. Even though Frazier’s outlook on this familial confi guration 
remains basically sanguine, I would support Angela Davis’s skeptical reading of 
Frazier’s “Black Matriarchate” [Davis 14]. “Except where the master’s will was con-
cerned,” Frazier contends, this matriarchal fi gure “developed a spirit of indepen-
dence and a keen sense of her personal rights” [1966: 47; emphasis mine]. The 
“exception” in this instance tends to be overwhelming, as the African-American 
female’s “dominance” and “strength” come to be interpreted by later genera-
tions, both black and white, oddly enough as a “pathology,” as an instrument of 
castration. Frazier’s larger point, we might suppose, is that African-Americans de-
veloped such resourcefulness under conditions of captivity that “family” must be 
conceded as one of their redoubtable social attainments. This line of interpreta-
tion is pursued by Blassingame and Eugene Genovese [Roll, Jordan, Roll 70–75], 
among other U.S. historians, and indeed assumes a centrality of focus in our own 
thinking about the impact and outcome of captivity.
 It seems clear, however, that “Family,” as we practice and understand it “in the 
West”—the vertical transfer of a bloodline, of a patronymic, of titles and entitle-
ments, of real estate and the prerogatives of “cold cash,” from fathers to sons and 
in the supposedly free exchange of affectional ties between a male and a female 
of his choice—becomes the mythically revered privilege of a free and freed 
community. In that sense, African peoples in the historic Diaspora had noth-
ing to prove, if the point had been that they were not capable of “family” (read 
“civilization”), since it is stunningly evident, in Equiano’s narrative, for instance, 
that Africans were not only capable of the concept and the practice of “family,” 
including “slaves,” but in modes of elaboration and naming that were at least as 
complex as those of the “nuclear family” “in the West.”
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 Whether or not we decide that the support systems that African-Americans 
derived under conditions of captivity should be called “family,” or something 
else, strikes me as supremely impertinent. The point remains that captive per-
sons were forced into patterns of dispersal, beginning with the Trade itself, into 
the horizontal relatedness of language groups, discourse formations, bloodlines, 
names, and properties by the legal arrangements of enslavement. It is true that 
the most “well-meaning” of “masters” (and there must have been some) could not, 
did not alter the ideological and hegemonic mandates of dominance. It must be 
conceded that African-Americans, under the press of a hostile and compulsory 
patriarchal order, bound and determined to destroy them, or to preserve them 
only in the service and at the behest of the “master” class, exercised a degree of 
courage and will to survive that startles the imagination even now. Although it 
makes good revisionist history to read this tale liberally, it is probably truer than 
we know at this distance (and truer than contemporary social practice in the com-
munity would suggest on occasion) that the captive person developed, time and 
time again, certain ethical and sentimental features that tied her and him, across 
the landscape to others, often sold from hand to hand, of the same and different 
blood in a common fabric of memory and inspiration.
 We might choose to call this connectedness “family,” or “support structure,” 
but that is a rather different case from the moves of a dominant symbolic order, 
pledged to maintain the supremacy of race. It is that order that forces “family” to 
modify itself when it does not mean family of the “master,” or dominant enclave. 
It is this rhetorical and symbolic move that declares primacy over any other hu-
man and social claim, and in that political order of things, “kin,” just as gender 
formation, has no decisive legal or social effi cacy.
 We return frequently to Frederick Douglass’s careful elaborations of the ar-
rangements of captivity, and we are astonished each reading by two dispersed, 
yet poignantly related, familial enactments that suggest a connection between 
“kinship” and “property.” Douglass tells us early in the opening chapter of the 
1845 Narrative that he was separated in infancy from his mother: “For what this 
separation is [sic] done, I do not know, unless it be to hinder the development of 
the child’s affection toward its mother, and to blunt and destroy the natural affec-
tion of the mother for the child. This is the inevitable result” [22].
 Perhaps one of the assertions that Meillassoux advances concerning indigenous 
African formations of enslavement might be turned as a question against the 
perspective of Douglass’s witness: is the genetic reproduction of the slave and 
the recognition of the rights of the slave to his or her offspring a check on the 
profi tability of slavery? And how so, if so? We see vaguely the route to framing 
a response, especially to the question’s second half and perhaps to the fi rst: the 
enslaved must not be permitted to perceive that he or she has any human rights 
that matter. Certainly if “kinship” were possible, the property relations would be 
undermined, since the offspring would then “belong” to a mother and a father. 
In the system that Douglass articulates, genetic reproduction becomes, then, not 
an elaboration of the life-principle in its cultural overlap, but an extension of the 
boundaries of proliferating properties. Meillassoux goes so far as to argue that 
“slavery exists where the slave class is reproduced through institutional apparatus: 
war and market” [50]. Since, in the United States, the market of slavery identi-
fi ed the chief institutional means for maintaining a class of enforced servile labor, 
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it seems that the biological reproduction of the enslaved was not alone  suffi cient 
to reenforce the estate of slavery. If, as Meillassoux contends, “femininity loses its 
sacredness in slavery” [64], then so does “motherhood” as female blood-rite/right. 
To that extent, the captive female body locates precisely a moment of converging 
political and social vectors that mark the fl esh as a prime commodity of exchange. 
While this proposition is open to further exploration, suffi ce it to say now that this 
open exchange of female bodies in the raw offers a kind of Ur-text to the dynam-
ics and signifi cation and representation that the gendered female would unravel.
 For Douglass, the loss of his mother eventuates in alienation from his brother 
and sister who live in the same house with him: “The early separation of us from 
our mother had well nigh blotted the fact of our relationship from our memories” 
[45]. What could this mean? The physical proximity of the siblings survives the 
mother’s death. They grasp their connection in the physical sense, but Douglass 
appears to mean a psychological bonding whose success mandates the mother’s 
presence. Could we say, then, that the feeling of kinship is not inevitable? That it 
describes a relationship that appears “natural,” but must be “cultivated” under 
actual material conditions? If the child’s humanity is mirrored initially in the eyes 
of its mother, or the maternal function, then we might be able to guess that the 
social subject grasps the whole dynamic of resemblance and kinship by way of 
the same source.
 There is an amazing thematic synonymity on this point between aspects of 
Douglass’s Narrative and Malcolm El-Hajj Malik El Shabazz’s Autobiography of 
Malcolm X [21 ff.]. Through the loss of the mother, in the latter contemporary 
instance, to the institution of “insanity” and the state—a full century after 
Douglass’s writing and under social conditions that might be designated a post-
emancipation neo-enslavement—Malcolm and his siblings, robbed of their activ-
ist father in a kkk-like ambush, are not only widely dispersed across a makeshift 
social terrain, but also show symptoms of estrangement and “disremembering” 
that require many years to heal, and even then, only by way of Malcolm’s prison 
ordeal turned, eventually, into a redemptive occurrence.
 The destructive loss of the natural mother, whose biological/genetic relation-
ship to the child remains unique and unambiguous, opens the enslaved young to 
social ambiguity and chaos: the ambiguity of his/her fatherhood and to a structure 
of other relational elements, now threatened, that would declare the young’s 
connection to a genetic and historic future by way of his own siblings. That the 
father in Douglass’s case was most likely the “master,” not by any means special 
to Douglass, involves a hideous paradox. Fatherhood, at best a supreme cul-
tural courtesy, attenuates here on the one hand into a monstrous accumulation 
of power on the other. One has been “made” and “bought” by disparate curren-
cies, linking back to a common origin of exchange and domination. The denied 
genetic link becomes the chief strategy of an undenied ownership, as if the 
interrogation into the father’s identity—the blank space where his proper name 
will fi t—were answered by the fact, de jure of a material possession. “And this is 
done,” Douglass asserts, “too obviously to administer to the [master’s] own lusts, 
and make a gratifi cation of their wicked desires profi table as well as pleasurable” 
[23].
 Whether or not the captive female and/or her sexual oppressor derived “plea-
sure” from their seductions and couplings is not a question we can politely ask. 
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Whether or not “pleasure” is possible at all under conditions that I would aver 
as non-freedom for both or either of the parties has not been settled. Indeed, we 
could go so far as to entertain the very real possibility that “sexuality,” as a term 
of implied relationship and desire, is dubiously appropriate, manageable, or ac-
curate to any of the familial arrangements under a system of enslavement, from 
the master’s family to the captive enclave. Under this arrangements, the custom-
ary lexis of sexuality, including “reproduction,” “motherhood,” “pleasure,” and 
“desire” are thrown into unrelieved crisis.
 If the testimony of Linda Brent/Harriet Jacobs is to be believed, the offi cial 
mistresses of slavery’s “masters” constitute a privileged class of the tormented, if 
such contradiction can be entertained [Brent 29–35]. Linda Brent/Harriet Jacobs 
recounts in the course of her narrative scenes from a “psychodrama,” opposing 
herself and “Mrs. Flint,” in what we have come to consider the classic align-
ment between captive woman and free. Suspecting that her husband, Dr. Flint, 
has sexual designs on the young Linda (and the doctor is nearly humorously 
incompetent at it, according to the story line), Mrs. Flint assumes the role of a 
perambulatory nightmare who visits the captive woman in the spirit of a veiled 
seduction. Mrs. Flint imitates the incubus who “rides” its victim in order to 
exact confession, expiation, and anything else that the immaterial power might 
want. (Gayle Jones’s Corregidora [1975] weaves a contemporary fi ctional situa-
tion around the historic motif of entangled female sexualities.) This narrative 
scene from Brent’s work, dictated to Lydia Maria Child, provides an instance of 
a repeated sequence, purportedly based on “real” life. But the scene in question 
appears to so commingle its signals with the fi ctive, with casebook narrative from 
psychoanalysis, that we are certain that the narrator has her hands on an explosive 
moment of New-World/U.S. history that feminist investigation is beginning to 
unravel. The narrator recalls:

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 occa-
sion, she would slide 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 “jealous mistress” here (but “jealous” for whom?) forms an analogy with the 
“master” to the extent that male dominative modes give the male the material 
means to fully act out what the female might only wish. The mistress in the case 
of Brent’s narrative becomes a metaphor for his madness that arises in the ecstasy 
of unchecked power. Mrs. Flint enacts a male alibi and prosthetic motion that 
is mobilized at night, at the material place of the dream work. In both male and 
female instances, the subject attempts to inculcate his or her will into the vulner-
able, supine body. Though this is barely hinted on the surface of the text, we 
might say that Brent, between the lines of her narrative, demarcates a sexuality 
that is neuter-bound, inasmuch as it represents an open vulnerability to a gigantic 
sexualized repertoire that may be alternately expressed as male/female. Since 
the gendered female exists for the male, we might suggest that the ungendered 
female—in an amazing stroke of pansexual potential—might be invaded/raided 
by another woman or man.
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 If Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl were a novel, and not the memoirs of an 
escaped female captive, then we might say that “Mrs. Flint” is also the narrator’s 
projection, her creation, so that for all her pious and correct umbrage toward the 
outrage of her captivity, some aspect of Linda Brent is released in a manifold 
repetition crisis that the doctor’s wife comes to stand in for. In the case of both an 
imagined fi ction and the narrative we have from Brent/Jacobs/Child, published 
only four years before the offi cial proclamations of Freedom, we could say that 
African-American women’s community and Anglo-American women’s commu-
nity, under certain shared cultural conditions, were the twin actants on a common 
psychic landscape, were subject to the same fabric of dread and humiliation. Nei-
ther could claim her body and its various productions—for quite different reasons, 
albeit—as her own, and in the case of the doctor’s wife, she appears not to have 
wanted her body at all, but to desire to enter someone else’s, specifi cally, Linda 
Brent’s, in an apparently classic instance of sexual “jealousy” and appropriation. 
In fact, from one point of view, we cannot unravel one female’s narrative from the 
other’s, cannot decipher one without tripping over the other. In that sense, these 
“threads cable-strong” of an incestuous, interracial genealogy uncover slavery in 
the United States as one of the richest displays of the psychoanalytic dimensions 
of culture before the science of European psychoanalysis takes hold.

4
But just as we duly regard similarities between life conditions of American 
women—captive and free—we must observe those undeniable contrasts and 
differences so decisive that the African-American female’s historic claim to the 
territory of womanhood and “femininity” still tends to rest too solidly on the 
subtle and shifting calibrations of a liberal ideology. Valerie Smith’s reading of the 
tale of Linda Brent as a tale of “garreting” enables our notion that female gender 
for captive women’s community is the tale writ between the lines and in the not-
quite spaces of an American domesticity. It is this tale that we try to make clearer, 
or, keeping with the metaphor, “bring on line.”
 If the point is that the historic conditions of African-American women might be 
read as an unprecedented occasion in the national context, then gender and the 
arrangements of gender are both crucial and evasive. Holding, however, to a spe-
cialized reading of female gender as an outcome of a certain political, socio-cultural 
empowerment within the context of the United States, we would regard dispos-
session as the loss of gender, or one of the chief elements in an altered reading of 
gender: “Women are considered of no value, unless they continually increase their 
owner’s stock. They were put on par with animals” [Brent 49; emphasis mine]. 
Linda Brent’s witness appears to contradict the point I would make, but I am 
suggesting that even though the enslaved female reproduced other enslaved per-
sons, we do not read “birth” in this instance as a reproduction of mothering pre-
cisely because the female, like the male, has been robbed of the parental right, 
the parental function. One treads dangerous ground in suggesting an equation 
between female gender and mothering; in fact, feminist inquiry/praxis and the 
actual day-to-day living of numberless American women—black and white—have 
gone far to break the enthrallment of a female subject-position to the theoretical 
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