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Introduction: Disrupting Dissemblance

Unbought and Unbossed: Transgressive Black Women, Sexuality,
and Representation explores what exercises of sexual citizenship
look like, particularly their manifestations through the trope
of transgressive behavior, in post-1960s black women’s texts.
The book’s title is taken from Shirley Chisholm’s 1968 congres-
sional campaign slogan, “Unbought and Unbossed,” and her
eponymous 1970 autobiography. As the first black congress-
woman and first black to campaign for United States president,
Chisholm—in her position in the political arena and her pro-
gressive stance on abortion and the rights to the freedoms of
citizenship—embodies a particular transgressive subjectivity.
One grounded not solely in her political disposition but also in
her very presence physically and ideologically within an almost
exclusively white and male-dominated political terrain. At the
time she wrote her autobiography, the House of Representatives
had 435 members: 417 white men, 10 women, 9 blacks; and so,
Chisholm herself, as black and a woman in Congress, “ma(d]e it
add up right.”

While inspired by Chisholm’s political motto, this book is not
about politics—not, that is, in the electoral or legislative sense.
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Nor is it about Chisholm, who, willing to go against the prover-
bial grain and challenge the status quo, is a remarkably dynamic
figure that certainly merits scholarly attention. This book gravi-
tates off of her notion of “unbought and unbossed” as it encapsu-
lates the spirit and essence of transgression (an inherent refusal
to be encumbered, unapologetic resistance to “containment,”
and repudiation of racial/masculinist domination or hegemony)
that characterizes post-civil rights black women’s literary and
cultural production. Unbought and Unbossed critically exam-
ines the ways black women writers of the post-civil rights era
deploy black women characters that transgress racial/gender/
sexual boundaries, particularly those relating to black hetero-
normative gender and/or sexuality, and challenge paradigms of
black womanhood and female sexuality. Writers such as Toni
Morrison, Ann Allen Shockley, Alice Walker, Gayl Jones, and
Gloria Naylor negotiate black women’s historical positionality
as racial/communal symbols of Victorian propriety and their
expressions of individuality in a postmodern society precisely,
I argue, through the trope of transgressive black women whose
various enactments of recalcitrance and purported misconduct
defy communal sanctions and problematize notions of a uni-
tary black community. To this end, these characters illustrate
the inefficacy of a strategic politics of silence surrounding black
female sexuality, or “dissemblance,” as a viable conduit for black
sociopolitical advancement in a postmodern society.*

By “transgressive,” I mean those unmediated performances,
enactments, or instantiations of (mis)behavior characterized
by a deliberate “violation” of certain racial, gender, and sexual
sociocommunal boundaries whereby the enactor transcends, if
not destabilizes, established normative and acceptable behavior.
Neither transhistorical nor static, transgressive behavior signi-
fies and might best be understood as conduct marked by a defi-
ance, inversion, or traversal of prescribed norms or conventions.
At the center of this work, then, are black women who partici-
pate in various transgressive acts at the very crux of which is
sexuality: adultery, promiscuity, interracial sexual intimacy,



