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Notes Toward a Theory of Racialized Sexuality in Gayl
Jones's Corregidora and Julie Dash's Daughters of the Dust

Caroline A. Streeter (bio)

GaylJones's novel Corregidora (1975) and Julie Dash's feature film
Daughters of the Dust (1991) are singular texts that use historical
frameworks to comment upon post Civil-Rights- erarace and gender
relations and identity formations.! Daughters of the Dust, the first feature
film written and directed by Dash, was also the first film by an African-
American womanto receive widespread theatricaldistribution.
Daughtersis anindependent workthat resists and contests many
aspects of the Hollywood film. Corregidora was the first novel by Gayl
Jones, a reclusive figure with a smallbut striking literary output. Boththe
noveland the film callattentionto understudied aspects of the African
diaspora. In Corregidora, Jones creates an unusual migration circuit that
links mid-to-late twentieth-century African Americans living in Kentucky
to theirslave ancestors in Brazil. In Daughters of the Dust, the plot
concerns the persistence of African traditions among black people at the
turn of the century living onthe SeaIslands, located off the coast of
Georgia and South Carolina. Both works also highlight the crucialrole of
women in maintaining culturalmemory for black communities. T his essay
concerns the ways in which Corregidora and Daughters of the Dust make
compelling interventions that transform mulatta characters—"racially
mixed" women of African descent who bearthe phenotypical (physical)
markers of "race mixing"—into figures that help us to understand new
things about sexualand racial normativity.? Both texts effect a surprising
deployment of a figure that has been symbolic of repressed histories

and regressive discourses.

Mulatta characters have long been controversialfigures for scholars of
African-American literature. In novels such as Clotelle, or the Colored
Heroine, A Tale of the Southern States (William Wells Brown, 1867), lola
Leroy, or Shadows Uplifted (Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, 1892), Megda

(Emma Dunham Kelley-Hawkins, 1891), and Contending Forces: ARomance
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Illustrative of Negro Life North and South (Pauline Hopkins, 1900), mulatta
characters are symbolic of traumatic histories of enslavement. In novels
of the 1920s and 1930s, especially those associated with Harlem
Renaissance writers such as Nella Larsen (Quicksand [1928] and Passing
[1929]) and Jessie Fauset (There is Confusion [1924], Plum Bun [1928], The
Chinaberry Tree [1931], and Comedy American Style [1933]), mulatta
characters represented access to class mobility and the possibility of
escaping the stigma of blackness altogetherthrough "racial passing.”" In
anessayentitled, "If The Present Looks Like the Past, What Does the
Future Look[End Page 768] Like?" (1983), Alice Walker wrote that early
African-American novels that represented black heroines as "virt ually
white" are signs of a "fatalsocialvision" and ultimately undermine
emancipatory struggles (297, 310). Some feminist literary critics have
offered analyses that attempt to challenge the reading of the mulatta
as simply a "negative image." Barbara T. Christian (1980) has argued that
early black female fiction writers deployed what she calls the "proper
mulatta"to claim access forblackwomento the status of true
womanhood that dominated public consciousness inthe nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. And HazelV. Carby (1987) has analyzed "the
figure of the mulattoinliterature ... as a narrative device of mediation,
representing both an exploration of the relationship betweenthe races

and an expression of the relationship betweenthe races" (89).

My contention here is that Dash and Jones re-imagine the mulatta by
explicitly engaging racially mixed women's sexualagency and desire. Both
Daughters of the Dust and Corregidora render visible black female
sexualities that callinto play the phenomenonthat Adrienne Rich (1978)
has called "compulsory heterosexuality."® In her film, Dash represents
lesbian desire between mulatta prostitutes at the turn of the century,
historically resituating this possibility for erotic relations and thereby
problematizing racialized discourses of normative blackidentityinthe
post-civilrights era. In Corregidora, lesbian desire is depicted as a
rejection of the heterosexualimperative forwomen's sexual passivity, a
passivity that feeds women's subordinationin gender relations. T his

essay puts black feminist theories into...
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WAS YOUR MAMA MULATTO?
NOTES TOWARD A THEORY OF RACIALIZED
SEXUALITY IN GAYL JONES'S CORREGIDORA AND
JULIE DASH'S DAUGHTERS OF THE DUST

by Caroline A. Streeter

Gayl Jores's novel Corregidora (1975) and Julie Dasl's feature film Diowghlers of the
Dt (1991 ) are singular texts that use historical frameworks bo comment upon post
Civil-Rights- era race and gender relatbons and identity formatbons.” D ghlers of the
Drasd, the first feature film written and direcied by Dash, was also the first film by an
Adrican- American woman Lo receive widespread theatrical distribution. Dawghlers is
an independent work that resists and contests many aspects of the Hollywood film
Corregidors was the first novel by Gayl Jones, a reclusive figure with a small but
striking literary output. Both the novel and the film call attention 0 understudied
aspecis of the African diaspora. [n Comegidora, Jone creales an unusual migration
circuit that links mid-to-late twent et h-century African Americans living in Kentucky
o their slave ancestors in Brazil. In Dawghters of the Dusl, the plot concerns the
persistence of African iraditions among black people at the turnof the century living
on the Sea [slands, located off the coast of Georgla and South Carolina. Both works
also highlight the crucial role of women in maintaining cultural memory for black
communities. Thisessay concerns the ways in which Corregidora and Daurghlers of the
Dust make compelling interventions that transform mideite characters—"racially
mixed” women of African descent who bear the phenotypical (physical) markers of
“race mixing"—into figures that help us o understand new things about sexual and
racial mormativ ity Both texts effect a surprising deployment of a figune that has been
symbolic of repressed histories and regressive discourses.

Mulatta characters have long been controversial figures for scholars of African-
American literature. In novels such as Clolelle, or the Colorad Heroine, A Tale of the
Southers Slales {William Wells Brown, 1867), lals Leroy, or Shadows Uplifled (Frances
Ellen Watking Harper, 1892), Megds (Emma Dunham Eelley-Haw kins, 1891), and
Contending Forces A Romstace lustrative of Negro Lif North and South (Pauline Hop-
kirs, 1900), mulatta characters are sy mbolic of traumatic histories of enalavement. [n
novels of the 190k and 19308, especially those associated with Harlem Renalssanoe
writers such as Mella Larsen { Qiicksamd [1928] and Passing [1929]) and |essie Fauset
(There is Confusion [1924], Plum Bun [1928], The Chinsberry Tree [1931], and Comedy
American Siyle [1933]), mulatta characters represented access toclass mobility and the
possibility of escaping the stigmaof blackness altogether through “racial passing.” [n
an essay entitled, “IF The Present Looks Like the Past, What Does the Puture Look
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