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Gender, Sexuality, and
African Diasporas

Sandra Gunning, Tera W. Hunter and
Michele Mitchell

The months before and after manumission must indeed have been a
bittersweet time for Phillis Wheatley. In the summer of 1773 she debuted
in London as the young slave poet from the American colonies, an object
of both celebration and astonishment for British abolitionists. Recalled
suddenly to Boston — her beloved mistress Susanna Wheatley was fatally
ill — Phillis was by the end of the year emancipated by her owners. Phillis
now dared to contemplate the unorthodox life as a self-supporting Negro
poetess, but her white patrons had another plan, namely that she should
return to Africa as the wife of a black missionary. In a letter written in
October 1774, Wheatley’s objections were polite but firm:

Upon my arrival [in Africa], how like a Barbarian Should I look to the Natives; I can
promise that my tongue shall be quiet for a strong reason indeed being an utter
stranger to the Language of Anamaboe. Now to be Serious, This undertaking
appears too hazardous, and not sufficiently Eligible, to go — and leave my British &
American Friends — I am also unacquainted with those Missionaries in Person.'

As Marsha Watson has argued, though Phillis had been born in West
Africa, she probably felt betrayed by such counsel, because she was by
nurturance and cultural affiliation a child of the New World.” In choosing
to remain in the colonies Phillis took her chances with both the possi-
bilities of the American revolution and Boston’s small black community,
since by 1778 she had married John Peters, a free black much disliked by
the white members of her former circle.

Taken as simply one figure connecting what Earl Lewis has defined as
a series of ‘overlapping diasporas’, Phillis Wheatley’s life simultaneously
engages histories of trans-Atlantic slavery and abolition, of competing
European and American imperialisms, of a particular kind of gendered
mobility and stasis, of freedom and containment, of cultural reformation
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and cultural frustration.” At the same time her determination to carve out
(albeit with a conflicted, Janus-faced attitude to Africa) a ‘home’ in the
midst of New World homelessness references a vastly complex and barely
containable field of human experience that is the mark and measure of
the African Diaspora.

Centuries old, the dispersal of African-born peoples and their cultures
has been an ongoing process. Indeed, forced, coerced or voluntary migration
has produced a Phillis Wheatley in the eighteenth-century, but also count-
less economic and political refugees from post-colonial African nation
states in the twenty-first century. Yet, as Tiffany Patterson and Robin
Kelley have suggested, the concept of the African Diaspora is primarily a
convenient construction for organising academic knowledge.* As a field
African Diaspora studies emerged ‘officially’ in the mid-twentieth century
as scholars such as St. Clair Drake and George Shepperson theorised
the formation of New World black cultures, and the potential of Pan-
Africanism as a movement for social change in the post-World War II
era.’ Earlier work on African retentions by anthropologists such as
Melville Herskovits had already laid considerable groundwork.’ By the
1980s and early 1990s scholarly interest grew at a steady pace, so that by
the end of the twentieth- and the start of the twenty-first century, the field
of African Diaspora studies has virtually exploded, blurring disciplinary
boundaries and challenging our understanding of everything from working-
class culture, to cultural technologies of empire, to globalisation.” At the
same time, the transformative power of black hip hop on a world stage, as
well as the creation of new sites of dispersal and contested agency made
possible by the World Wide Web, are pressing the traditional limits of our
scholarly analyses and research methods.® At the present moment perhaps
the most famous ‘cross-over’ hit in academic terms has been sociologist
Paul Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic (1993), a study that has engaged a new
generation of academics outside of history and anthropology; now virtually
everybody has been forced to reframe contemporary black culture in
Britain, the Caribbean and the United States beyond a one-way con-
nection to Anglo-European traditions, and especially beyond the confines
of the national.” Contemporary scholars are also now equally concerned
now with the neglected impact of non-US based African diasporas as they
have been with the more traditional focus on Atlantic communities."” And
there has a growing recognition of the importance of viewing the African
continent past and present as a site of multiple internal diasporas that have
existed synchronically with black communities in the rest of the world."

Still, the use of gender as a category of analysis remains something of a
challenge for African Diaspora studies. There has been a steady stream of
anthologies, monographs and articles by feminist scholars of both sexes,
such as Adelaide M. Cromwell, Barbara Bush, Barbara Bair, Verene Shepherd,
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Bridget Brereton, Beryl Satter, Hilary McD. Beckles, Rosalyn Terborg-Penn,
Faith Smith and Jenny Sharpe.” However, too many studies past and
present have addressed the experience of black masculinity as a collective
identity, without a self-conscious assessment of the continual transformation
of gender roles and sexuality within a black diasporic framework.

As has been the case in other bodies of historically informed scholarship,
many of the first attempts to gender the history of African-descended
peoples focused upon the past experiences and lived realities of women.
In certain regards, a critical attempt to gender scholarship on African
Diasporas began with publication of Filomena Chioma Steady’s anthology,
The Black Woman Cross-Culturally, in 1981. Steady — Sierra Leone-born
and an anthropologist — contended that if women of African descent had
‘been a subject of study long before women’s liberation came into vogue’,
such scholarly attention had primarily been the provenance of function-
alist anthropologists.” The Black Woman Cross-Culturally was preceded
by the path-breaking Women in Africa: Studies in Social and Economic
Change (1976) and would soon be followed by Women in Africa and the
African Diaspora (1987). Indeed, scholars who either rejected or embraced
Western second-wave feminism or who were committed to materialist
analyses consistently produced provocative works that paved the way for
recent scholarship on gender and sexuality in African and Afro-diasporic
communities.” Since the mid-1980s, for example, Africanists and
Latin Americanists have produced a number of critical monographs and
articles.” Scholars whose analytical focus and intellectual preoccupations
centre on the United States have generated a wealth of scholarship as
well, on topics ranging from health and medicine to cultural expression
and resistance.” If much scholarship — especially that produced within
Europe and North America — has focused upon slavery and the after-
shocks of abolition,"” scholars interested in the past and present dispersal
of African-descended women, men, and children have also mined familiar
topics in any number of creative ways, including dynamic and provocative
assessments of visual and material culture.”

The essays in this special issue provide a range of historically informed
scholarship on the intersections of gender, sexuality and the African
Diaspora. While they speak to many of the seminal concerns and questions
in the larger body of work preceding it, they are distinctive in centralising
the core themes and expanding the geographical boundaries of the forced
and voluntary migrations of African peoples beyond the Atlantic World
and urban life that has typified many other studies. These articles cover a
broad chronological sweep as well, from pre-colonial and colonial times
up to the present day.

The volume opens with three essays traveling the globe, from West
Africa to Brazil, Jamaica and Germany. All three address questions
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of inclusion and exclusion and how gender and sexuality influence the
politics of narration, performance and recognition.

The first essay, by anthropologist Lorand Matory, is a provocative critique
of the symbiosis of academic scholarship and religious communities in the
New World, particularly Candomblé. He argues that in the process of
delimiting a historical narrative of the religion, scholars have played a role
in shaping its internal hierarchies. Not only has the scholarship been read
by priests and practitioners, there has been engaged dialogue between
these groups in international conferences. If there is often doubt about
the impact of seemingly esoteric intellectual work outside academe,
Matory’s article makes clear just how powerful it can be in canonising
what is known or regarded as ‘authentic’. New World religion (like
Candomblé in Brazil) and its African predecessor (like Yoruba orisa-
worship in West Africa) have been selectively constructed by some as an
idyllic matriarchy or a genderless society untainted by foreign and ‘Western’
concepts of male dominance, female subordination and homosexuality.
Matory debunks these views, exposing the secrets and the ‘hidden trans-
cripts’ behind their formulation. Diasporas as ‘imagined communities’, he
argues, can function like nation states with vested interests in concealing,
denying, and explaining away ideas, individuals, and social practices that
contradict the images they wish to safeguard and project.

Jenny Sharpe’s essay comments on the limitations of exclusivity by
challenging the conception of the Diasporan subject as male, urban and
Western. She makes a case for the far-reaching implications of global-
isation in rural Third World peripheries. According to Sharpe, traditional
readings of diasporan musical cultures generated in major international
cities such as London and New York obscure the existence of creativity
and production in more localised centers. Sharpe explores post-colonialism
and the gendered politics of a transnational recording industry through
the music of Jamaican ‘dub’ poet Jean ‘Binta’ Breeze. Her reading of
Breeze takes into account Breeze’s biography as a cultural producer living
back and forth between Britain and Jamaica and engages her political
commitment to post-colonial critiques. Her essay examines the social
consciousness within Breeze’s ‘dub’ poetry, as it pertains to black female
struggles for sexual and economic empowerment in Jamaica. Breeze and
other working-class ‘dancehall divas’ and ‘female DJs’ demonstrate ‘women
claiming male-dominated territory through a technologically-driven
female sexuality’, asserting themselves in a world in which ‘the agents of
control increasingly exist elsewhere.” This essay is critical in that it makes
visible black women (artists and consumers) in the music industry, the
primary site that scholars like Paul Gilroy have theorised as constitutive
of transatlantic black culture and increasingly others are using as a basis
for ‘a general theory of the African Diaspora’.
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Fatima El-Tayeb’s article shows how the boundaries of inclusion and
exclusion in hip hop and popular culture have been policed along gender
lines in ways that betray the feminist origins of the broader social
movement from which it evolved in Germany. Given the uniqueness of
Germany as a site of scholarly inquiry on African dispersal, El-Tayeb first
establishes Afro-Germans’ place within diasporic histories, identities
and cultures. She begins by highlighting the contested nature of German
identity by providing an overview of racial politics within both colony
and metropole. She then suggests that if the simultaneous denial and
reification of race in the Federal Republic after World War 11 prohibited
the formation of identity-based activism among Afro-Germans, the 1980s
witnessed the emergence of a movement due largely to the efforts of
women, many of whom were lesbian. Feminists were the first to express
a collective sense of Afro-German identity, inspired in part by black
feminists in the USA. They brought to public view a narration of the
long history of unacknowledged black presence within the country to
strengthen their claims and organisation for justice, recognition and social
change. Using the foundation and inspiration built by this movement,
black youth in Germany transformed US models of political hip hop into
a vehicle for multiracial, anti-racist activism in the 1990s. Though
initially progressive on issues of gender and sexuality, hip hop relented
to ‘selling homophobia and sexism as authentic ghetto culture — not
only in their songs but on their political agendas’. El-Tayeb exposes the
irony of this turn in light of the feminist activism and vibrant intel-
lectual networks within the African Diaspora from which hip hop in
Germany was produced.

The next two essays interrogate issues of colour and class in the Caribbean
and Central America. Rhonda Frederick’s essay examines the autobiography
of the Jamaican entrepreneur and ‘doctress’ Mary Jane Seacole, as one
way into the complicated politics of class, colour, race and nationality in
the Anglophone West Indies, following the end of slavery in the early
nineteenth century. For Frederick, Seacole represents a particular kind
of mixed-race identity that challenges the fixed binaries of ‘black’ and
‘white’, of colonial subject and Englishman, in order to reformulate
an emergent ‘Caribbean’ subjectivity. But Seacole’s goal, according to this
essay, is not the total subversion of colonial categories. Rather, Seacole
engages in a highly selective recuperation of ‘otherness’ in ways that will
shore up her identity as a respectable but independent ‘colored lady,’
despite her penchant for travelling to the ends of the earth in the com-
pany of gold miners in New Grenada and soldiers in the Crimea. Seacole
‘asserts her creoleness by highlighting those behaviours that affirm her
desired social position, in spite of her ambiguously raced and stereo-
typically gendered physical appearance and the meanings attached to
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them’. Frederick argues that through the autobiography, Seacole achieves
an idealised persona by way of a rhetorical performance that forces her
audience to call into question traditional assumptions about the gendered,
raced bodies of empires.

Anne Macpherson’s essay links gender, colour and class issues to
twentieth-century Creole descendants of the Seacoles in the New World.
Whereas the mother figured prominently in Seacole’s effort to wrestle with
the conception of her identity, motherhood was a weapon and political
tool for middle-class women in Belize in quite different ways. Macpherson
broadens our understanding of how social movements can have multiple
— and often conflicting — constituencies by focusing upon a vital aspect
of Garveyism within the English-speaking Caribbean. Macpherson contrib-
utes significantly to literature on gender, race, reform and empire. Her focus
on a Caribbean-based Universal Negro Improvement Association provides
a rich, compelling example of how and why women of colour adopted
maternalist strategies within colonial settings. Macpherson boldly contends
that whereas Belize’s Black Cross Nurses had unusual access to the state
in comparison to black club women in the United States, the Nurses’ in-
ability to forge alliances across class lines ultimately buttressed hierarchies
that collaborated with colonial rule. Their political mobilisations were not
founded upon a discourse of sisterhood and can be described as ‘non-
feminist women’s activism’; although ‘the same women could dispute
male domination while placing class-race hierarchy above equal women’s
rights’. She builds upon important feminist scholarship on one of the most
significant black mass movements, continuing to complicate our under-
standing of intra-racial dynamics within diasporan communities — not
unlike Matory’s interjections.

The last set of essays shares in common considerations of masculinity,
their relationship to femininity, race, class and the Disapora. Sophie
White looks at the construction of masculinity and ethnicity through signs
of dress. While this is the only article devoted to clothing, the issue is
raised in several other pieces, if only tangentially. In Matory’s essay, male
Qy6-Yoriiba possession priests in West Africa cross-dress in female
clothing, but the culturally specific reading of this symbolism is that they
are wives of the gods — not necessarily a sign of homosexuality, but perhaps
interpreted as such when translated by Candomblé devotees in Brazil. In
Sharpe’s examination of dancehall music, working-class women use
flashy, glittery, fringed and synthetic outfits and hairdos to articulate their
sexuality. In Frederick’s article, dress is one of several yardsticks by which
the itinerant Seacole measures her womanhood and distinguishes herself
from others of a similar anatomy. In all of these situations the meaning of
dress augments Sophie White’s argument that it serves more than the
potential it contains as material goods or cover for the body.
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Masculinity and dress intersect in Sophie White’s article, especially
through the criminal case of Francisque a self-styled ‘Englishman from
Philadelphia’ by way of Havana, who created a stir in the slave and free
black community of colonial New Orleans when he attended dances,
paying too much for music and courting the ladies. The other men present
resented the intrusion on their turf and the expressions of ostentation, as
well as his theft of items from a fellow black. Yet Francisque had seemingly
made overtures to conform to what he perceived to be the deployment of
emblems of an African-derived identity — ‘three or four handkerchiefs
around his collar and elsewhere about him’. Here again, tensions within
diaspora communities emerge, this time between Creoles and Africans.
Clothing served as an important mediator and source of conflict, not
just between blacks and whites, but also among blacks. Clothing (all be
they European manufactured garments) represented signs of belonging,
exclusion, ways of helping to initiate and maintain sexual and non-sexual
relationships, gift-giving and debt.

Martin Summers’ article looks at the appropriation of fraternal orders
— other kinds of Western forms — among Africans and African descended
people in the United States. Summers offers a striking analysis of how
diasporic identities are gendered as well as classed through an exploration
of an early twentieth-century transatlantic epistolary relationship between
two fraters, D. K. Abadu Bentsi from the Gold Coast and Harry A.
Williamson from the United States. This article is distinctive in studying
freemasonry outside of Western contexts and across national boundaries.
Summers persuasively argues that the rhetoric and rituals of freemasonry
grounded in producer values and bourgeois morality enabled black men
to ‘lay claim to a middle-class subjectivity’ that depended as much upon
men’s homosocial networks with one another as it did models of ‘masculine
provider-hood’ within households. In equating masculinity with production,
freemasons also connected femininity with domesticity. They were able
to construct a ‘specifically racialised masculinity’ while also distancing
themselves from white middle-class men, including many fellow masons
who shunned them. Economic depression and racial proscription might
have frustrated the material realisation of middle-class status for black
men, yet dialogue between the two men about their respective experiences
with racism and colonisation allowed both men to articulate common
belonging to a community of diasporic citizens. In toto, this article potently
suggests that diasporic identities not only involve gender and class as well
as exchange and process, but those imaginings of belonging invoke both
exclusion and inclusion.

And finally, the issue ends with an essay by Patrick Manning on how
to locate electronic research materials on gender and the Diaspora. In
the interest of encouraging further research, Manning’s article highlights
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many new and innovative resources for scholars across many disciplines
interested in the topics. Manning draws our attention to the ‘digital divide’
as he underscores the significance of ‘language of presentation’ in the very
dissemination of electronically stored information, research and primary
documents.” While much of the research materials are still located in
archives, increasingly, the World Wide Web is opening up new possibilities
that will undoubtedly contribute tremendously to the growth and develop-
ment of the field. Manning’s essay is therefore a fitting conclusion to this
particular volume, one that highlights the vivacity, complexity, interdis-
ciplinarity and growth of scholarship on African-descended peoples as it
underscores myriad ways in which the nexus of gender and sexuality has
shaped — and continues to impact on — diasporic histories and communities.

Notes

The authors extend special thanks to editorial administrator Kristin McGuire and to all of the
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