
 

 

 

Michele Mitchell – Comments on her article - ‘Silences Broken, Silences 

Kept: Gender and Sexuality in African-American History’, Gender & History 

11:3 (1999), pp. 433-44.   

 

Not only am I incredibly honored and surprised that ‘Silences Broken, Silences Kept: 

Gender and Sexuality in African-American History’ has been selected to stand alongside 

Gender & History articles, that I consider to be far more influential than my own, it has 

also been immensely gratifying over the years to see the article cited by my peers, 

included on syllabi, directly referenced in the title of a recent journal article, and even 

translated.
1
 Because I remain quite humbled by the reception of ‘Silences Broken, 

Silences Kept’, and since my views about African Americanist historiography on gender 

and sexuality have not dramatically changed over the intervening years, it has proven a 

bit of a challenge to reflect upon the article itself. What follows is therefore perhaps more 

of a selective revisitation than a proper reflection. The reflection that does occur herein 

speaks as much to the background of the article as it does its actual contents.  

And, whereas I will not return to every way in which I thought the field could expand, it 

does seem appropriate to touch upon scholarship that has appeared since 1999 as a means 

to address partially what has transpired in the field.  

‘Silences Broken, Silences Kept’ was, in some ways, the product of a short burst 

of activity. Over the course of a few days, I perused library stacks, revisited monographs 

on my own bookshelves, reviewed dog-eared copies of articles in my files and surveyed 

recent dissertations.
2
 I then turned to an unpublished essay of mine that contained an 

overview of African Americanist women’s and gender histories. In those abandoned 

pages from the mid-1990s, I argued that the separate spheres paradigm seemed to 

resonate less for African Americanists than for other women’s and gender historians. I 

additionally noted that African Americanist women’s and gender historians generally 

accounted for racialised dynamics whenever they assessed the public/private dichotomy 

given that slavery, discrimination, segregation and oppression had undercut and even 

warped the very meanings of ‘public’ and ‘private’ for black people throughout U.S. 

history. The public/private dichotomy was hardly irrelevant for African Americanist 

women’s and gender historians and ‘separate spheres’ surely mattered. Yet, African 

Americanists were nonetheless developing other concepts to analyse gendered dynamics 

that were at once racialised and sexualised. I therefore decided that the piece that I was 



 

 

 

writing for Gender & History simply had to highlight Darlene Clark Hine’s 

groundbreaking theorisation of the culture of dissemblance.
3
 I also thought it imperative 

to address the ‘politics of respectability’, which arguably had its fullest initial expression 

in Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham’s work on black Baptist women’s activism.
4
 By 1999, 

these concepts were powerfully shaping African Americanist gender histories; I felt 

compelled enough to say something about this development that it took just a little over a 

week to complete ‘Silences Broken, Silences Kept’. 

As noted in ‘Silences Broken, Silences Kept’ the allied concepts of dissemblance 

and respectability address how African-descended people in the United States selectively 

revealed aspects of their private selves and lives to others, challenged sexualised 

stereotypes through restrained public comportment, and politicised morality as a means 

of both personal protection and collective advancement. I maintained that theorisations of 

dissemblance and respectability had vitally informed African Americanist analyses of 

reform, uplift politics, labour and intra-racial class dynamics; both concepts proved 

especially productive for historians working on the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. Indeed, as much as Hine’s and Higginbotham’s theorisations were central to 

the book that I was writing at the time, I nonetheless cautioned that, ‘no two concepts can 

generate all the questions that need to be asked about intra-racial relationships, 

reproductive concerns, or the variety of ways sexuality informed, complicated, and 

enriched African Americans’ lives’.
5
 To be sure, Gender & History had already published 

Karen Hansen’s article on a romantic friendship between two African American women 

during the antebellum period in 1995.
6
 Hansen only briefly invoked respectability in that 

article, yet I was very much concerned that the broader historiographical emphasis on the 

politics of respectability and culture of dissemblance was hindering the development of 

African Americanist work on homoerotic relationships, bisexuality and homosexuality.         

Dissemblance and respectability remain influential among African Americanists. 

If I previously thought that the both concepts especially pertained to the post-

emancipation era, it is now clear that exploring the politics of respectability has proven 

productive for historians of earlier periods, too.
7
 I also worry less now that these concepts 

– either separately or in tandem – are limiting questions, topics and approaches within the 

field. Innovative analyses of working-class women, gendered tensions, marriage, divorce, 

sex work, modeling, popular culture and living spaces have appeared since 1999; these 

works offer vital historiographical interventions in part because they underscore that 

respectability and dissemblance could each be contingent, disregarded, reconfigured and 

purposefully abandoned.
8
 Indeed, scholars who work on African American history are 



 

 

 

now ever more attentive to where and when departures from these practices and 

discourses occurred, how practices and discourses associated with both concepts shifted, 

morphed or even declined across decades.
9
 There are also historians such as Kali Gross, 

whose compelling  book on black women and crime ‘moves away from the politics of 

respectability’, and Hannah Rosen, whose powerful exploration of sexual violence and 

citizenship during the post-emancipation period shifts our attention toward different ways 

of viewing how black women could present matters pertaining to their sexuality in public. 

Stephanie Camp’s exploration of how ‘[e]nslaved people . . . possessed at least three 

bodies’ additionally offers a fascinating conceptual departure by focusing upon bodily 

experience as opposed to personal presentation.
10

 Moreover, since 1999, historians whose 

work prominently features or focuses upon African Americans have increasingly 

explored homosexuality as well as gay and lesbian lives (including activism). These 

scholars are not necessarily concerned with either dissemblance or respectability.
11

 In 

light of my argument that both concepts had not really ‘generated . . . work on gay and 

lesbian history’, I now also wonder whether dissemblance and respectability might do 

different work or be less useful for historians who break away from the black-white 

binary and situate African Americans alongside other people of color.
12

 If new concepts 

regarding the richness and complexity of sexuality have perhaps not emerged in force, the 

conceptual landscape is nevertheless undergoing significant transformation.  

Beyond considering conceptual matters, it was especially edifying in ‘Silences 

Broken, Silences Kept’ to survey the range of topics within the field, to consider how 

very robust scholarship on gender and sexuality within African American history had 

become, to contemplate areas that might profitably expand.  For one, I was especially 

interested in how historians of gender and sexuality would interrogate ways in which the 

literature on particular topics has generally been skewed in gendered ways. Critical work 

along these lines has certainly emerged, including Crystal Feimster’s book on women and 

lynching and Thomas Foster’s article on the sexual abuse of enslaved black men.
13

 I was, 

furthermore, eager to see more histories of medicine. Although I situated my mention of 

histories of medicine in my brief consideration of how scholarship on the African 

diaspora might transform African American gender history, two of the most interesting 

histories about gender and medicine that have been published since 1999 address 

antebellum slavery. Marie Jenkins Schwartz has explored the gynecological health of 

enslaved women while Sharla Fett has both analysed enslaved peoples’ roles as health 

practitioners and herbalists and demonstrated that many of these practitioners were 

women. These historians have, in distinctive fashion, contributed vitally to recent 

literature on gender and slavery in the United States.
14

   



 

 

 

I additionally thought that the field would benefit from more studies on gender 

and childhood. Although some historians of race and childhood have analysed gender to a 

greater degree than others, this now-expanding subfield has deepened our understanding 

of how gender dynamics shaped the experiences and subjectivities of African descended 

Americans.
15

 And, whereas I felt that African Americanist scholarship circa 1999 was a 

bit thin when it came to thorough gendered analyses of men, manhood and masculinity, 

important monographs have since been published by Martin Summers, Steve Estes, 

Angela Hornsby-Gutting and Malinda Lindquist.
16

 A range of articles has explored 

African Americans, manhood, masculinity and masculinist discourse including Laurie 

Green’s assessment how and why masculinist rhetoric could, for black women, 

‘powerfully – if awkwardly – expres[s] understandings of freedom and racial justice’.
17

 

As uncontroversial as I thought it was to observe that more histories of medicine, 

childhood and masculinity were needed, I was particularly nervous about suggesting that 

the parameters of African Americanist gender scholarship could be expanded through 

analyses of power differentials and conflict between women and men. Some historians 

have indeed done such work since 1999. For example, Daina Ramey Berry briefly 

touches upon the rape of enslaved women by enslaved men in her study of antebellum 

Georgia; she mentions this discomfiting reality before discussing how enslaved women 

and men were forced to engage in sexual relationships with partners not of their own 

choosing. Books by Eleanor Alexander and Anastasia Curwood about African American 

couples and marriages from the late nineteenth century into the twentieth century uncover 

passion between black men and women as well as discord, including conjugal violence 

and infidelity. Significantly, both authors additionally make larger arguments about class, 

not to mention how cultural views about marriage changed during the early twentieth 

century. Leslie Brown deftly demonstrates that tensions within black communities 

routinely occurred between women and men, that gendered friction and strain could work 

as a creative force during the era of racial segregation. Brown briefly tackles sexual 

harassment within one of the largest black-owned businesses in the Jim Crow South as 

well. And, in an article about rape cases in Chicago during the 1950s, Dawn Rae Flood 

focuses upon black women whose assailants were black men. Flood contends that, in the 

context of the postwar civil rights movement, raped black women ‘had to choose between 

pursuing justice for sexual attacks or remaining silent to help improve the status of racial 

minorities who faced a hostile white society convinced of their inherently criminal 

nature’.
18

  The work of these historians enables us to consider African Americans’ lives 

in all their complexity; their work powerfully connects gendered and sexualised personal 

dynamics to larger historical phenomena.   



 

 

 

I continue to believe that the field shall become all the richer as we explore 

gendered conflict in various venues and at different historical junctures. It remains my 

conviction that silence is far more problematic than exploring subjects, dynamics and 

phenomena that can admittedly be complicated and uncomfortable to assess. Silences do 

remain but revisiting the field leaves me with the sense that they are diminishing, that the 

ongoing growth of the field has occasioned productive dissonance, that I want to hear 

more and more of what my colleagues have to say.    

Michele Mitchell 
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