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Introduction

human reproduction 
and the slave episteme

It is the enslavement of Blacks that enables us to imagine the 
commodification of human beings, and that makes the vision 
of fungible breeder women so real.

—dorothy roberts, Killing The Black Body (1997)

If slavery persists as an issue . . . ​it is not because of an anti-
quarian obsession with bygone days or the burden of a too-long 
memory, but because black lives are still imperiled and deval-
ued by a racial calculus and a political arithmetic that were en-
trenched centuries ago. This is the afterlife of slavery.

—saidiya hartman, lose your mother (2007)

This book investigates Atlantic slavery’s reflection in and refraction through 
the cultures and politics of human reproduction that characterize late twenty-
first-century capitalism. Through close readings of a range of texts—literary 
and visual, contemporary and historical—I demonstrate that slavery, as prac-
ticed in the Americas and Caribbean for roughly four hundred years, has a 
specifically reproductive afterlife. Slavery lives on as a thought system that 
is subtended by the persistence of what Saidiya Hartman calls “a racial calculus 
and a political arithmetic,” and what I will refer to throughout this book as 
the slave episteme that was brewed up in the context of Atlantic slavery.1 Like 
all thought systems, the slave episteme produces material effects over time. 
In rendering reproductive slavery thinkable it enables continued—albeit 
continuously recalibrated—forms of gendered and racialized exploitation of 



human reproductive labor as itself a commodity and as the source of human 
biological commodities and thus value. The slave episteme manifests in con
temporary cultural production. In this book, I demonstrate how such cultural 
production mediates gendered and racialized capitalist processes that the 
slave episteme, in turn, subtends.

My argument is predicated on and posits the existence of a largely unac-
knowledged historical constellation. There are two periods in modern history 
during which in vivo reproductive labor power and reproductive products 
have been engineered for profit: during the four centuries of chattel slavery 
in the Americas and the Caribbean and now, again, in our present moment. 
And yet proof of neither historical repetition nor simple continuity is my pri-
mary aim. In contrast to studies of human trafficking and what is sometimes 
referred to as neoslavery, I do not amass empirical evidence or document 
resurgence of human enslavement. And I never argue that enslavement has 
proceeded in a linear fashion over time.2 My argument is neither positivist 
nor teleological. Rather, I offer an epistemic argument about the afterlife of 
a thought system that renders human reproduction’s devaluation and extrac-
tion conceivable in both senses of that biologically laden term. This is a story 
about the emergence of what Walter Benjamin has called “the time of the 
now”—in this case, a story about contemporary reproductive cultures and 
politics that exposes the epistemic conditions that will, if left uninterrogated 
and unchecked, continue to enable slavery’s reproductive afterlife.3 In tell-
ing a story about human reproduction in biocapitalism and thus about the 
episteme’s endurance, my aspirations are modest. I hope to generate noth-
ing more (and hopefully nothing less) than what Raymond Williams once 
referred to as an “extra edge of consciousness”—in this case, consciousness 
about the conflicts and contradictions that shape the time of the now, a time 
characterized, in part, by the reproductive afterlife of slavery.4

My argument begins by building on previous scholarship that has sought 
to convene a discussion of the long and intertwined histories of slavery and 
capitalism. Such scholarship argues that slavery is an urform of what the po
litical scientist Cedric Robinson famously called “racial capitalism.” As Rob-
inson explained, slavery ought not be construed as historically prior to the 
emergence of capitalism proper; it is not part of a finite process of primitive 
accumulation. Rather, slavery is part of racial capitalism’s ongoing work of 
racialized and gendered extraction.5 In chapter 1, I treat Robinson’s ideas and 
those of historians of slavery who have expanded upon them to demonstrate 
that slavery and capitalism are not and have never been antithetical or discrete 
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formations neatly arranged in temporal succession. As we shall see, accounts 
of the historical development of capitalism that were initially offered by Marx 
and Engels (and perpetuated by a legion of traditional Marxists) constitute 
an antiquated approach to capitalism that is myopically European and falsely 
teleological. In contrast to such an approach, I follow Robinson in arguing 
that slavery and capitalism were co-emergent and co-constitutive, and are 
continuously bound together in complex relations of historical reciprocity 
whose dynamics have changed over time. In the past, such relations produced 
the wealth of nations and empires. In the present, they subtend biocapital-
ism by shaping ideas about race and reproduction as these are manifest in the 
racialization and feminization of reproductive labor in contexts in which life 
itself is commodified.

In engaging with the concept of racial capitalism, I ally myself with the 
radical project that Robinson dubbed “black Marxism”—a way of thinking 
about the intersection of class formation and racial formation that Robinson 
regards as most fully realized in the writings of well-known black radicals 
such as W. E. B. Du Bois and C. L. R. James. At the same time, I challenge 
and expand Robinson’s genealogy of black Marxism by calling our atten-
tion to its presumptive masculinism. Indeed, throughout this book I push 
against prevailing constructions of the black radical tradition in order to 
move understanding of this tradition in a new direction that encompasses 
black feminist thinkers whose writings, in multiple idioms, have not often 
been recognized as contributions to black Marxism but ought to be. Of spe-
cial interest in the pages that follow are contributions by black feminists who 
began writing about enslaved women’s insurgency against reproduction in 
bondage and the implications of this insurgency for substantive reproductive 
freedom in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. With a focus on the unprecedented 
intensity of black feminist publication across these three decades—those 
that witnessed, not coincidentally, the rise of neoliberalism and the flourish-
ing of biocapitalism—this book identifies and contributes to a distinctly black 
feminist philosophy of history.

I have coined this term to draw attention to a unique materialist and epistemic 
knowledge formation, expressed in multiple idioms, including history, the-
ory, and literary fiction, that constellates the slave past and the biocapitalist 
present and thus examines the reproductive dimensions of racial capitalism 
as it has evolved over time. Although it is inaccurate to suggest that the mas-
culinism of the black radical tradition is an express target of the black femi-
nist writings that I treat throughout, the black feminist philosophy of history 
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that I limn and contribute to must nonetheless be recognized as a power
ful critique of Robinson’s idea of the black radical tradition because of the 
way it consistently and persistently centers slave breeding in its discussion 
of both economic and cultural reproduction in slavery and beyond. This is 
something that the black radical texts written by the men who are elevated by 
Robinson (and many others) simply do not do.

Building on a dialogue about black women’s writing initiated by literary 
scholars such as Hazel Carby, Barbara Christian, Valerie Smith, and Hortense 
Spillers (to name only a few), who were among the first to train our attention 
on representations of black motherhood in fictional writings by and about 
black women, I suggest that black feminists worked together to clear space 
for arguments about black motherhood but also for arguments specifically 
attentive to the issues of reproduction and sex in slavery.6 In this way they 
keyed black feminism in its present moment of production to forms of female 
insurgency in the slave past, effectively linking their own knowledge produc-
tion to knowledge produced in and through the actions of insurgent enslaved 
women. The upshot: black feminism has offered forward a profound and pro-
foundly collective analysis of the forms of reproductive extraction that began 
to emerge in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s and, simultaneously, an understand-
ing of how reproductive extraction and women’s resistance to it in the present 
are connected to the forms of extraction that characterized Atlantic slavery 
as well as to the forms of racialized and gendered insurgency that sought to 
challenge slavery’s reproduction.

Racial Capitalism and Biocapitalism

Today myriad forms of human biological life are objects of speculative invest-
ment and development. Ranging from the microscopic (stem cells, sperm, and 
oocytes) to the large and fleshy (organs and babies), life is routinely offered 
for sale in the global marketplace. As numerous journalists and social scien-
tists have documented, nearly all parts of the human body can be purchased, 
as can an array of in vivo biological processes, including gestation and birth 
of human beings by so-called surrogates.7 Precisely because so many aspects 
of contemporary capitalism involve commodification of in vivo labor and of 
human biological products, over the past decade scholars in science and 
technology studies have identified what they variously describe as “the tissue 
economy,” “the bioeconomy,” “lively capital,” and, most succinctly, “biocapi-
tal.”8 In chapter 1, I treat the genealogy of the concept of biocapitalism, the titular 
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concept used throughout this book, and highlight feminist contributions to 
its development. For present purposes, suffice it to note that I use biocapi-
talism to describe, by way of shorthand, the ascent of biotechnology, phar
maceuticals, genomics, and reprogenetics as primary areas of contemporary 
capitalist investment and expansion. Following other feminist scholars, in 
using biocapitalism I seek to stretch and retool the concept so that the other
wise implicit reproductive dimensions of the bio prefacing capitalism surface. 
I also seek to extend existing feminist approaches to biocapitalism by employ-
ing the concept to name the pervasive sublation—by which I mean the simul-
taneous negation and preservation—of the history of slavery and the practice of 
slave breeding by forms of capitalism that are involved, as is contemporary 
biocapitalism, in extraction of value from life itself. Along with other schol-
ars, I argue that human biological commodities, especially reproductive 
labor power and its products, are required to maintain biocapitalism. To this 
I add that the perpetuation of the slave episteme is required to make biocapi-
talism go. As I will elaborate, slavery is epistemically central to biocapitalism 
even when biocapitalist processes and products do not immediately appear 
to depend upon slavery as antecedent. Chapters 4 and 5 and the epilogue, ex-
pand this claim through treatment of novels and films that mediate the rise of 
neoliberalism and the disavowal of the persistence of the slave episteme that 
is part and parcel of neoliberal celebrations of the freedom to consume repro-
ductive processes and products.9 As we shall see, when biocapitalism sublates 
slavery and neoliberalism celebrates consumer choice, cultural texts provide 
a window onto all that transpires. When read critically, such texts allow us to 
perceive biocapitalism’s dependence on reproductive extraction, reproduc-
tive extraction’s dependence on the persistence of the slave episteme, and, 
not least, the slave episteme’s role in enabling conceptualization of human 
reproduction as a racializing process through which both labor and products 
are rendered alienable.10

Given my focus on what may initially appear to some readers to be two 
distinct historical formations—slavery and biocapitalism—I pause here to 
address any possible assumptions about the existence of an absolute distinction 
between the two. As feminists across the disciplines have shown, women’s 
reproductive labor, broadly construed as the reproduction of workers and the 
relations of production, has powered dominant social and economic forma-
tions in diverse geographic locations. As scholars of antiquity reveal, nearly 
all forms of slavery, beginning with those practiced in the Ancient world, 
have involved sexual subjection and reproductive dispossession and have 
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created distinct domestic and political regimes. As we know, in the Roman 
Empire slave women reproduced slaves for their masters and were often valued 
for their reproductive capabilities.11 Indeed the doctrine of partus sequitur ven-
trem (“that which is brought forth follows the womb”), which determined the 
slave status of children born to enslaved women in the Americas and the Ca
ribbean beginning in the seventeenth century, originated not in American 
colonial law, as is commonly thought, but rather in Roman law.12

As Marxist feminists such as Maria Mies and autonomist feminists such 
as Mariarosa Dalla Costa, Silvia Federici, and Leopoldina Fortunati have argued, 
demonization of women and attempts to wrest control of reproductive capac-
ity from women was a precondition for capitalism’s emergence.13 Historians 
of domestic labor and homework such as Evelyn Nakano Glenn and Eileen 
Boris have shown in their now classic scholarship that since the advent of in-
dustrial capitalism, exploitation of women’s reproductive labor has functioned 
as a form of continuous primitive accumulation.14 In instances in which re-
productive labor functions as paid labor (as opposed to unremunerated sub-
sistence labor) it is racialized. Although the race, ethnicity, or nationality of 
the bodies tasked with this labor continues to change as trends in outsourcing 
shift, it is from poor women of color around the globe that reproductive work 
is most readily and frequently extracted. Today hyperexploitation of domestic 
laborers, care workers, and sex workers living in or migrating from the Global 
South is predicated on devaluation of reproductive labor and the inextricable 
process through which this labor is racialized.15 In globalization, wages for 
all forms of reproductive labor are continuously driven down. For example, 
Rhacel Salazar Parreñas demonstrates that devaluation of women’s work 
requires women from the Philippines to migrate abroad to receive livable 
wages, a practice that compounds the ongoing feminization of global pov-
erty by forcing migrant laborers to rely on “care-chains” in which the children 
whom they leave behind must either be looked after by relatives or placed 
into the hands of women who are less mobile than their absent employers.16

Notably all of the feminist arguments about reproductive labor that I have 
mentioned explicitly or implicitly begin from Marx and Engels’s watershed 
observation that capitalism relies on the reproduction of the relations of pro-
duction, and on subsequent Marxist feminist observations about the man-
ner in which the reproduction of the means of production—including the 
reproduction of the bodies that compose the labor force—is biologically, 
socially, culturally, and ideologically maintained through the domination and 
subjugation of women and women’s reproductive labor. As should be clear, 
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this book’s argument would be impossible to envision were it not for the im
mensely rich Marxist and Marxist feminist traditions of engagement with re-
productive labor over capitalism’s longue durée and in the precapitalist past 
that preceded it.17

And yet the ideas about human reproductive labor that I examine here are 
also distinct. As I elaborate in greater detail in chapters  1 and 2, in which 
I discuss black feminist historical scholarship on slave breeding and black 
feminist legal scholarship on slave breeding’s relationship to contemporary 
surrogacy, in biocapitalism the reproductive body creates surplus value in a 
manner that has epistemic precedent neither solely in industrial capitalism 
nor in the global service-based economy ushered in by post-Fordism and out-
sourcing. It also has precedent in chattel slavery as practiced in the Americas 
and the Caribbean. It was, after all, in the context of Atlantic slavery that, for 
the first time in history, in vivo reproductive labor was deemed alienable and 
slaves bred not only for use and prestige (as they were in the Ancient world) 
but also expressly for profit. As historians amply document, slave breeding 
in the Americas and the Caribbean was increasingly important to the main-
tenance of slavery as time wore on, and thus slave women’s wombs were 
routinely treated as valuable objects and as sources of financial speculation. 
Most important for present purposes, after the 1807 closure of the Atlantic 
slave trade, slave breeding was pursued with urgency (it was now the only 
source of fresh slaves) and carefully calculated efficiency. Whereas previ-
ous feminist work has theorized the centrality to capitalism of reproductive 
labor and its dispossession, the forms of reproductive labor and disposses-
sion that exist in contemporary biocapitalism recall—even as the afterlife of 
reproductive slavery is disavowed—the reproductive extraction that enabled 
reproduction of human biological commodities in black women’s wombs. 
Put otherwise, while contemporary capitalism depends upon the exploita-
tion of reproductive labor to sustain and create laborers (as have all forms 
of capitalism throughout history), biocapitalism also depends on the prior 
history of slave breeding as an epistemic condition of possibility. Although 
the historians whose work on reproduction in slavery I discuss at length in 
chapter 1 do not write about the implications of their research for the study 
of contemporary biocapitalism (notably, the concept had not yet been pro-
posed when they wrote), black feminist legal scholars studying surrogacy 
recognized slave breeding as a conceptual antecedent for surrogacy, and thus 
also the fact that it is the slave episteme that renders the racialized capacity to 
reproduce human biological commodities thinkable across time.
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Because this black feminist insight is so central to my argument, it is 
important to be clear at the outset on its scope and parameters. The black 
feminist argument that I take up and to which I add is not that biocapitalism 
and chattel slavery are the same or that they ought to be treated as analogical. 
The argument is that in all situations in which human biological life is com-
modified, processes of commodification must be understood as subtended 
by the long history of slave breeding as it was practiced in the Americas and 
Caribbean. When human biological life itself is commodified, reproductive 
labor is invariably conceptualized as a gendered process that can be under
valued and thus hyperexploited (this is the argument made by Marxist feminists 
outlined earlier). Simultaneously, when human reproduction is commodified 
it is as a racializing process that transforms reproductive labor and its products 
into commodities that may be alienated. As in slavery, commodities that may 
best be described as (re)produced are construed as alienable because they are 
conceptualized as “rightfully” separable from the bodies that (re)produced 
them. They do not “naturally” belong to these bodies. Historically the alien-
ability of reproductive labor power and its products has been guaranteed by 
the racialized dehumanization that was slave breeding and the fungibility of 
the lively products that so-called breeding wenches (re)produced.

In the 1980s, when black feminists first analyzed the surrogacy arrange-
ments that had begun to emerge in the United States, they began to theorize 
what I call the surrogacy/slavery nexus. Their insights were largely speculative. 
After all, at the time they wrote, surrogacy was not a widespread practice. 
It was only due to a few high-profile cases in which surrogates sought, and 
failed, to retain custody of the children to whom they had given birth that 
surrogacy became part of a national dialogue and the object of intense scru-
tiny by media pundits and academics alike. I discuss the two most impor
tant surrogacy cases, the so-called Baby M case (1986) and Johnson v. Calvert 
(1990), in chapter  1. Today the number of so-called surrobabies born each 
year remains relatively small. US agencies that attempt to track an unregu
lated and therefore elusive market estimate that although roughly 12 percent 
of all people in the United States (and many more globally) struggle with in-
fertility, and three to four billion US dollars are spent annually on a full spec-
trum of infertility treatments, in 2015 only fifteen hundred of the 1.5 percent 
of babies born using assisted reproductive technologies (arts) were sur-
robabies.18 Given these numbers, it would be foolish to argue that surrogacy 
ought to be studied because it is a statistically significant phenomenon or 
that the philosophical importance of black feminism’s theorization of the 
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surrogacy/slavery nexus rests on the pervasiveness of surrogacy as a practice. 
Instead my argument turns on acknowledgment of surrogacy’s hold on the 
public imagination (in part, a function of the media’s preoccupation with 
the surrogate industry and the sensationalizing of cases that go awry), on 
what this hold on the public imagination suggests about surrogacy’s cultural 
significance, and on what it is that black feminist approaches to surrogacy 
enable us to understand about contemporary biocapitalism’s relationship to 
racial capitalism that those analyses of surrogacy that do not contribute 
to elaboration of black feminism’s philosophy of history cannot.

In building on and contributing to black feminism’s analysis of the surrogacy/
slavery nexus, this book intervenes into prevailing theories of racialization. To 
risk a necessarily reductive generalization, within critical race studies, critical 
ethnic studies, and black studies, race is most often theorized as a social con-
struct that is mobilized and attached to individual bodies and populations as 
power is arrayed hierarchically in the service of the nation-state, capitalism, 
and other forms of racial hegemony. Depending on the political orientation 
of the analysis (and the disciplinary preoccupations of the analyst), race is 
neither regarded as a biological truth (though it may be parsed for how it is 
equated with phenotype and thus naturalized or for how it functions as a bio-
social formation) nor as a genetically stable category (as amply confirmed by 
studies of the human genome which assert that race is not genetic).19 Rather 
race is construed as a product of globalizing capitalism, regimes of racial na-
tionalism (white racial nationalism and other forms of ethnic nationalism), 
colonialism, empire, or some combination of these.

In situating black feminist work on surrogacy as the fulcrum on which 
my analysis of human reproduction in biocapitalism pivots, I suggest that 
the race a priori ascribed to individuals and populations is often irrelevant to 
the extraction of value from in vivo reproductive labor and its products. This 
is a crucial point of departure from theorists of racialization who imagine 
that it is only racialized reproductive bodies that exist as racialized prior to 
their exploitation whose exploitation is racialized. Instead it is an argument 
predicated on the idea that so long as the performance of reproductive labor 
is construed as a racializing process—as it was in Atlantic slavery—laborers 
who engage in reproductive labor are racialized by their labor, and their ra-
cialization (via their labor) used as the pretext to further extract labor and 
products. Additionally, as we shall see in my discussion of speculative fiction 
in chapters 4 and 5, a focus on reproduction as a process rather than on the per-
ceived or ascribed gender identity that belongs a priori to the reproductive 
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laborer makes it possible to imagine worlds in which reproductive labor is no 
longer performed by bodies that are sexed as female. Just as it is the reproduc-
tive process that racializes reproductive labor and laborer, this same process 
can retroactively feminize a body that has not previously been gendered thus.

The proposed approach to reproductive labor and its racialization in biocapi-
talism makes sense given available information about the women who currently 
participate in surrogate arrangements. Although in recent years the compara-
tively high price of surrogacy in the United States has led to outsourcing of re-
productive labor and therefore to the performance of surrogacy by poor women 
in India, Thailand, Mexico, and elsewhere, when surrogacy is performed in the 
United States—which at the time of writing remains the world’s largest market 
for surrogate labor—it is predominantly performed by white women.20 The 
existence of a global, multiracial surrogate labor force suggests that it is not 
primarily the ascribed or perceived racial identity of these women that racializes 
reproductive labor and renders labor and products alienable.

And yet this formulation also raises an irrepressible question: What hap-
pens to “blackness,” as it functioned in Atlantic slavery, in the context of 
contemporary surrogacy as it functions within biocapitalism? Put differently, 
how can we understand “blackness” as one but not the only modality through 
which we can trace the forwarding of the slave episteme into biocapitalism? 
Over the course of this book, and especially in chapter 1, in which I explore 
the racialization of surrogate labor even when the surrogate is not herself a 
recognizably black woman, I engage these complex questions from several 
vantage points. I calibrate my response to what can best be described as the 
flickering off and on of blackness (as what Saidiya Hartman calls “the racial cal-
culus and political arithmetic entrenched centuries ago”) in the context of 
an emergent neoliberal hegemony that sometimes successfully, and at other 
times unsuccessfully, disavows, and thus seeks to erase from view, the historical 
processes of racialization on which reproductive extraction relies. These are 
of course the processes of racialization, buttressed by the doctrine of partus 
sequitur ventrem, that transformed enslaved reproductive laborers into racial-
ized “black” bodies from whom both labor and children could be stolen.21

As alluded to earlier, the verb to sublate is especially germane and instruc-
tive for the present argument. As a philosophical term, it has been most fully 
developed by Hegel, subsequent Hegelian philosophers, and Marxist theo-
rists. In their usage, as opposed to the colloquial usage, it is not synonymous 
with that which has disappeared or been repressed. It is instead an active verb 
that describes the seemingly paradoxical movement by which ways of being 
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in the world (Hegel) and systems of power such as feudalism or capitalism 
(Marx) are simultaneously negated and preserved by historical forces that trans-
form the status quo by transcending it over time. In certain strands of Marxist 
theory, the term has been used to describe processes that challenge and re-
shape hegemony, not by toppling it in one fell swoop but rather by taking up 
new positions of power within an ongoing struggle for dominance. The bour-
geois revolutions that led to the birth of industrial capitalism are the most 
well-known example of this dialectical process of sublation. The proletarian 
revolution that Marx believed would eventuate in the end of the system of 
private property as we know it is perhaps the most anticipated example of 
sublation as a dialectical process. The Oxford English Dictionary neatly captures 
the Marxist idea of sublation in one of its definitional quotations: “It is the 
actualization of the system that makes it rational, and sublates its past history 
into a rationally-necessary moment of the whole.”22 To return to the ques-
tion of blackness and what I describe as its flickering off and on in our con
temporary moment with these ideas about sublation in mind, I venture the 
following formulation: biocapitalism sublates slavery by producing the flick-
ering off and on of blackness. This is especially so in the context of neoliberalism. 
Neoliberalism requires that forms of racial power rooted in slavery be under-
stood as antiquated and thus disavowed as irrelevant, even though they have 
been not only negated but also preserved. Borrowing and tweaking the defini-
tional quotation from the oed, we might say that blackness flickers off and on in 
our neoliberal present because biocapitalism is a form of racial capitalism that 
sublates the history of slavery by rendering it a “rationally-necessary moment 
of the whole,” even though this rationally necessary moment must be system-
atically disavowed for the system to function smoothly.

In advancing this argument, I do not mean to suggest that other histories 
are not also sublated (that is, negated and preserved) and then disavowed in 
contemporary biocapitalism. It is imperative to recognize the afterlife of Euro-
American colonialism and imperialism when treating surrogacy, especially 
when surrogate labor is performed by women residing in former colonies 
such as India, which was until recently the world’s second largest surrogacy 
market. Nor do I wish to downplay the impact of postcolonial theory on my 
thinking about reproduction.23 Rather this book, which is resolutely based 
in a US archive, treats the slave episteme rather than what might be referred 
to as a colonial or imperial episteme in order to underscore the importance 
of slave breeding as a historical phenomenon of epistemic importance pre-
cisely because slavery and its reproductive afterlife have not been taken up 
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by other scholars of contemporary reproductive labor and its outsourcing, 
and, just as important, because slavery has not been treated in scholarship 
on biocapitalism, the larger area of scholarly inquiry into which all work on 
surrogacy fits.24

In arguing that the racialization of reproductive laborers skews neither 
“black” nor “white” in any simple sense and does not solely or necessarily 
depend on the ascribed or perceived blackness of the bodies tasked with 
performing reproductive labor, this book’s argument resonates with recent 
critiques of biopower offered by black studies scholars who have pointed 
out that racialization is a form of dehumanization that operates in context-
specific ways depending on the biopolitical organization of the population 
in question. Theorists such as Achille Mbembe and Alexander Weheliye, 
for instance, observe that it is imperative to recognize slavery and colonial-
ism as biopolitical formations (something neither of the two most famous 
theorists of biopower, Michel Foucault and Giorgio Agamben, acknowledge) 
and also that blackness is not the only racial cut or caesura (to use Foucault’s 
original term) that is capable of creating the distinction upon which biopower 
depends: that between individuals and populations entitled to full humanity 
and those who are denied it; those who are made to live, and those who can 
be killed with impunity.25 For Mbembe and Weheliye, being “human” invari-
ably equates with being white or European; however, those who are racialized 
as less than human are never exclusively black. Indeed both theorists refuse 
to create hierarchies of oppression among the individuals and populations 
they discuss, including South Africans, African-descended slaves, histori-
cally colonized populations, Palestinians, Jews, Roma, and queers. As We-
heliye explains, “If racialization is understood not as a biological or cultural 
descriptor but as a conglomerate of sociopolitical relations that discipline 
humanity into full human, not-quite-human, and nonhuman, then black-
ness designates a changing system of unequal power structures that appor-
tion and delimit which humans can lay claim to full human status and which 
cannot.”26 As in the present analysis of biocapitalism, in their analyses of 
biopower, theorists regard blackness as a foundational form of racialized 
dehumanization, but never as the only form that racialized dehumanization 
takes. Inspired by the agility and flexibility of this work, I argue that it is a 
mistake to explore the endurance of the slave episteme solely by looking for 
the visible “blackness” of the laborer. Instead we must look for the processes 
through which reproductive labor and products are racialized, how these 
processes of racialization are recalibrated over time, and, thus too, at those 

12  ﻿INTRODUCTION



processes through which racialization is disavowed and prior histories of 
racialized dehumanization erased from view.

The conventional, positivist approach to understanding the racializa-
tion of labor risks positing race as a biological and thus empirically verifi-
able identity that preexists the labor process. As the historians of labor David 
Roediger, Theodore Allen, and Moon-Ho Jung have shown, the labor that 
individuals and collectivities engage in or are forced to perform racializes 
labor, renders the labor performed as a racializing process, and transforms 
the laborer into an individual who may, as a consequence of his or her place 
in the division of labor, be identified as “white,” “black,” or “Asian,” or, as the 
case may be, as a “coolie” or a “nigger.”27 Just as static theorizations of race 
as a pregiven identity are too rigid to account for historical processes of racial 
formation in industrial capitalism, they are too rigid to account for current 
biopolitical and biocapitalist realities. On the one hand, such rigid ideas 
about race foreclose awareness of the historical relationships among racial 
slavery, colonialism, and empire—the relationships that enabled the devel-
opment of the global capitalist modernity we have inherited. On the other 
hand, they foreclose consideration of the flickering off and on of blackness 
in contemporary neoliberalism and thus of the ways in which market-driven 
reproductive practices and politics build upon, disavow, and erase racialized 
historical violence. In sum, they foreclose our ability to see that labor pro
cesses create observable racial formations and not the other way around.

One last caveat is required. In venturing the argument about the reproductive 
afterlife of slavery I do not wish to imply that the slave episteme determines 
the totality of social and economic relations in contemporary biocapitalism. 
The history of slave breeding and the persistence of the slave episteme that 
four hundred years of slave breeding left in its wake necessarily but not ex-
clusively shape contemporary social and economic relations. At the risk of 
being both too obvious and redundant, biocapitalism relies on reproduction as 
a racializing process that creates human biological commodities and itself func-
tions as a commodity. This is a process that is powered by the slave episteme 
that was inherited from Atlantic slavery, itself an economic formation that 
was world shaping, even though its implementation, in the form of planta-
tion slavery, was geographically restricted. As the black feminist legal scholar 
Dorothy Roberts observes, “It is the enslavement of Blacks that enables us to 
imagine the commodification of human beings, and that makes the vision of 
fungible breeder women so real.”28 Translating Roberts’s deceptively straight-
forward insight into the conceptual language developed thus far, it is the prior 
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existence of slave breeding as a racializing process that today makes the vi-
sion of breeder women and surrobabies a reality. The history of racial slavery 
may not be the exclusive antecedent of contemporary biocapitalism—such an 
argument is reductive. However, if scholarship on biocapitalism looks at the 
commodification of life itself from the vantage point of contemporary sur-
rogacy and thus from the vantage point of breeding as labor and children as 
products, it becomes clear that slavery is a “necessary moment of the whole” 
that has been sublated, and is today quite often disavowed.

As with any argument about epistemic endurance, the present argument 
has implications for knowledge production about the past and present, the 
relationship between the two, and how we imagine the future. If biocapital-
ism functions by sublating slavery, it behooves us to recognize that we cannot 
fully comprehend biocapitalism unless we examine its relationship to slavery 
as a way of knowing and being in the world. Reciprocally we cannot come to 
terms with the history of the present unless we recognize that slavery was not 
only a racial capitalist formation (as Robinson and others argue) but also an 
emergent biocapitalist formation, as I argue. When we recognize that bio-
capitalism constitutes a new naming and framing of the reproductive extrac-
tion upon which slavery turned, we are also compelled to consider that such a 
new naming and framing requires revision of how we understand the impact 
of the past on the present and on a future yet to come.

Despite the advantages of what might be characterized as two-way epi
stemic traffic, it is noteworthy that the linkages between slavery and biocapi-
talism that interest me here have not been treated by other scholarship on 
capitalism’s past or present formations. Most historians of slavery hew to 
historical archives and, unsurprisingly, eschew presentism. Most theorists 
of biocapitalism focus exclusively on the present and leave slavery out of the 
discussion. Both practices result in the narrowing of the temporal frame in 
a manner that buttresses arguments about biocapitalism’s newness and oc-
cludes arguments about dialectical processes of sublation, and thus about 
constellation of past and present. In fact, save for the black feminist writings 
discussed throughout this book, the relationship of slave breeding to repro-
duction in contemporary capitalism has been entirely neglected.29 I speculate 
about some of the reasons for this in chapter 1, in which I discuss feminist 
scholarship on biocapitalism. In the remaining chapters I respond to the 
conceptual aporia that is generated by demonstrating what a cultural studies 
approach focused on close reading of imaginative literary and visual texts can 
offer us when we seek to produce a counterhistory of the present that places 
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the history of slavery and its reproductive afterlife front and center. In doing 
so I trace the workings of the slave episteme across a range of cultural texts 
and explore how each differently enables critical speculative engagement with 
slavery and its reproductive afterlife—a form of engagement that, I argue, is 
methodologically useful and politically necessary.30

Although the works of creative imagination, mainly novels and films, that 
I treat are not often read as works of philosophy, I argue that each contributes 
to black feminism’s philosophy of history. Moreover I suggest that such works 
reveal the unique part played by imagination in accounting for slave women 
and other reproductive laborers as insurgent theorists of power, historical actors 
who considered how their choices, although individual and constrained by 
circumstance, might constitute resistance to sexual and reproductive extrac-
tion. While I leave a description of specific authors and texts until the chapter 
overview with which I close this introduction (“What Lies Ahead”), suffice it 
to note that what I am calling critical speculative engagement neither replaces 
nor substitutes for feminist historical work on women in slavery or for social 
scientific work on biocapitalism. Contributions of historians, anthropolo-
gists, sociologists, and ethnographers have been invaluable to development of 
my argument and are engaged throughout this book. Rather I focus on works 
of creative imagination and engage in critical speculation to supplement exist-
ing methodological approaches that are less able to track the work of the slave 
episteme. While the argument I advance is not empirically verifiable, I believe 
it is worth considering because it has the capacity to transform current under-
standing of the reproductive cultures and politics by which we are surrounded 
and the reproductive practices in which we participate.

In the first part of this book (chapters 1 through 3) I track the slave epis-
teme as it appears in black feminist texts that highlight the reproductive di-
mensions of slavery. In these texts, many of which are novels referred to in 
genre criticism as neo-slave narratives, reproduction and sex in bondage are 
thematically and formally central. In placing these novels alongside black 
feminist nonfiction, I argue that, when taken together, all collectively elabo-
rate a philosophy of history, one that takes up questions of reproductive ex-
traction and reproductive insurgency in slavery and in the 1970s, 1980s, and 
1990s—the three decades of black feminism’s most robust production and 
publication. For instance, in chapter 3, I offer an extended reading of per-
haps the most famous neo-slave narrative, Toni Morrison’s Beloved. How-
ever, instead of situating Beloved as exceptional, I place it within a wider field 
of engagements with slave women’s participation in what W. E. B. Du Bois 
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called “the general strike” against slavery.31 When contextualized thus, it be-
comes clear that Morrison was working alongside other black feminists with 
whom she sought to shake up received histories of slavery and of women’s 
resistance to it, effectively contributing to a collective argument articulated 
across textual idioms.

In the second half of the book (chapters 4 and 5 and the epilogue) I engage 
in critical speculation somewhat differently. Here I treat the relationship of the 
slave past to the biocapitalist present through a reading of speculative fiction 
(sf )—fiction, I argue, that reveals to readers the relationship between today’s 
reproductive scene and that which characterized four hundred years of slavery 
even though racial slavery is not fully manifest on the surface of any of the texts in question. 
In contrast to the late twentieth-century writings by black feminists that I treat 
in the first half of the book, the sf treated in the book’s second half has been 
selected for consideration precisely because it appears superficially to be en-
gaged in the disavowal of the history of slavery, and because it therefore mutates 
and in so doing distorts the representation of slavery in a manner that begs the 
question of the singularity of racial slavery. In other words, the sf selected pro-
vides a window onto biocapitalism’s sublation of slavery, a process involving 
negation and preservation, and, as already discussed, disavowal and erasure.32

In sf from which racial slavery is absented from the textual surface—and 
thus in sf in which reproductive commodities are not imagined to be repro-
duced by enslaved black women, or even, as may be the case, by living be-
ings sexed as female—it is nonetheless possible to demonstrate that the text 
in question meditates on the slave episteme. Indeed my purpose in treating 
speculative fictions that depict reproductive extraction but do not link it to 
slave breeding is to show that in neoliberalism, active textual engagement—
what has often been referred to, in a nod to Benjamin, as reading against the 
grain—is imperative to discernment of biocapitalism’s sublation of slavery 
and thus its simultaneous negation and preservation of slavery in our time.33 
In the texts of neoliberalism, disavowal of slavery can and should be read as 
symptomatic, as revelatory of the mechanisms by which biocapitalism sub-
lates slavery and obscures from view the fact that the slave episteme subtends 
the neoliberal world that the texts in question depict and mediate. For this 
reason, when I read sf, my attention is trained on what Jacques Derrida has 
called the text’s démarche—on the way in which each text enacts the disavowal 
of slavery that it can also be read to diagnose. For even when slavery dis
appears from the surface of a text, it is simultaneously preserved beneath it, 
where, I argue, it lies latent and waiting.34

16  ﻿INTRODUCTION



In engaging in critical speculation, I follow scholars of slavery in embrac-
ing the possibility that knowledge about the slave past and the afterlife of slav-
ery in the present may come to us through our interaction with unanticipated 
archives, genres, and textual idioms. The historian of slavery Jennifer Morgan 
observes, “To depend upon archival collaboration to rewrite the history of 
black life can route you back to the very negations at which you started.”35 For 
these reasons, I follow Hartman in embracing the idea that “critical fabula-
tion” may be necessary if we are to summon “unverifiable truths” that would 
otherwise remain unavailable.36 While Morgan and Hartman treat docu-
ments created in the slave past—for instance, plantation record books, slave 
laws, records from slave ships, and transcripts of trials in which slave women 
were criminalized for refusing sexual and reproductive violence against their 
persons—the “archives” I treat throughout this book comprise recent and 
contemporary texts that have been deemed too politically biased (too femi-
nist and too black), too fantastical, too elliptical, or too multivalent to func-
tion as evidence in support of arguments about history, political economy, 
and relations of power by those seeking answers to the hard questions that 
besiege us. And yet it is precisely through engagement with such alternative 
archives of biocapitalism and neoliberalism that it becomes possible to 
perceive contemporary cultures and politics of reproduction as part and par-
cel of the afterlife of slavery and, too, to perceive the forms of disavowal that 
make it possible to offer for sale the array of reproductive commodities that 
are consumed by those who elect to reproduce genetically related progeny, 
biological kinship, and genealogy through the purchase of human biological 
commodities, in vivo reproductive labor, and its products. In sum, it is in a 
close reading of cultural texts that make a proleptic gesture by casting back 
into the slave past to reveal contemporary biocapitalism as enslaving, along-
side a close reading of texts that make an analeptic gesture by reading the past 
through the lens of an imagined world yet to come, that it becomes possible 
to discern that four hundred years of slavery ought to be recognized as bio-
capitalist, and that contemporary biocapitalism ought to be recognized as 
a form of racial capitalism that is predicated, as was Atlantic slavery, on the 
racialized extraction of reproductive labor and its products. This is so even 
though the processes of racialization that are operative in contemporary bio-
capitalism do not skew black or white in the same way that they did during 
slavery, and even though processes of racialization are often distorted beyond 
superficial recognition or altogether disavowed.
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Surrogacy as Heuristic Device

Historians argue that racial slavery in the Americas and the Caribbean en-
tailed the simultaneous exploitation of women’s productive and reproduc-
tive labor. On plantations women worked in the household and in the fields 
and were used to reproduce biological commodities. When we examine the 
contemporary reproductive horizon, the practice of surrogacy stands out as 
structured by related forms of hybridized exploitation. In contemporary sur-
rogacy arrangements, which are currently almost entirely gestational, sur-
rogates, all of whom are already mothers with children of their own (and thus 
engaged in conventional forms of reproductive labor such as housework and 
childcare), carry and deliver a child (and, sometimes, multiples) whose gene
tic material belongs to others.37 In most surrogacy arrangements, surrogates 
are obligated, by contracts that are signed going in, to turn the children to 
whom they give birth over to those who have paid to have them (re)produced. 
Recognizing the relationship between women’s work as breeding wenches 
in the slave past and their work as surrogate mothers in the present, one 
legal scholar writing about contemporary surrogacy observed, “All African 
American slave women before the Civil War were surrogate mothers for their 
owners, gestating and giving birth to children who would not belong to them 
but became the property of their masters.”38

Although this insight is shared by many black feminists living and writ-
ing in and about the United States, it has neither been understood as germane 
by US courts that have adjudicated surrogacy disputes, nor been taken up by 
scholars who treat surrogacy practiced elsewhere around the globe. Chapter 1 
thus tells the heretofore untold story of how black feminist legal scholars 
first theorized the historical relationship between slave breeding and con
temporary surrogacy, considers how their contributions might be taken up 
in contexts beyond the United States, and argues that surrogacy ought to be 
regarded as a heuristic device that allows us to see that the history of slave breed-
ing in the Atlantic world and the slave episteme that is its contemporary 
echo ought not be left out of evolving discussions about biocapitalism and 
outsourced or transnational reproduction. When engaged as a heuristic de-
vice, I argue, surrogacy makes visible relationships between the slave past 
and the biocapitalist present that other approaches to surrogacy and biocap-
italism have not. For surrogacy holds the key to unlocking the imbricated 
workings of race and gender in biocapitalism and to revealing how the slave 
episteme shapes contemporary cultures and politics of reproduction despite 
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neoliberal pieties about the irrelevance of the slave past to life in our market-
saturated, consumer-oriented present.

Although it will by now be evident that my primary focus is on historical 
constellation, epistemic endurance, echoes and hauntings (all descriptions of 
the afterlife of reproductive slavery employed throughout this book), before 
moving on I wish to consider the question of discontinuity and thus the appar-
ent distinction between women who reportedly choose to labor as surrogates 
(as is most often the way that surrogate arrangements are represented today), 
and those on whom surrogate labor was forced, as it was in racial slavery. To 
treat this apparent distinction, at various points in this book I examine the re-
lationship of slave labor to wage labor, and thus the relationship of bondage 
to contract. In slavery in the Americas and the Caribbean, when women were 
compelled to labor by their masters and overseers they were forced to endure 
sexual and reproductive violence, and thus a specifically gendered version 
of what the sociologist Orlando Patterson calls “natal alienation” and what 
the literary scholar Hortense Spillers insists on describing as slave women’s 
forced reproduction of their own kinlessness.39 For these reasons, in chattel 
slavery reproductive extraction must be understood as specific. And yet, even 
as we acknowledge this, we must also foreground the intellectual and politi
cal dangers of overlooking the epistemic proximity between slave breeding 
and contractual reproductive labor and, thus, the dangers of failing to exam-
ine the afterlife of reproductive slavery because such an examination appears 
to wrench a unique historical experience out of context.

The division of slave and contract labor is predicated on a distinction that 
is part of (bio)capitalist ideology. For this reason, rather than begin from the 
assumption that surrogates freely choose to engage in contractual labor, I 
begin from an insight neatly if too implicitly encapsulated in Marx’s quip 
that contract labor ought to be recognized as “wage slavery.” In creating his 
oxymoron, Marx challenges us to consider wage or contract labor on a con-
tinuum with the labor performed by slaves. He suggests that entrance into 
wage labor, even when it appears to be freely chosen, is all too often neces-
sitated by life-threatening material desperation and coercion. He argues, 
nowhere more plainly than in the Communist Manifesto, that the concept of 
freedom propagated within capitalism—and, I would add, within racial capi-
talism and thus biocapitalism—is the bourgeois freedom to own and dispose 
of property, including property in the self. This is a supposed freedom that 
Stephanie Smallwood, a historian of slavery, urges us to label “commodified 
freedom” as it does not allow those who possess it to exit the system that 
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requires the commodification of things (and people regarded as things) in 
the first place.40 Similarly the political theorist Carole Pateman connects the 
freedom to enter in to contract to slavery when, in her now classic treatise 
on “the sexual contract,” she asserts that contract always creates relation-
ships of command and obedience. The capitalist is situated by contract in 
the role of master, he who possesses the right to decide how the worker’s 
labor is used and objectified. As Kathi Weeks observes in her assessment 
of Pateman’s contribution, the relationship between capitalist-master 
and worker-slave “is not so much the byproduct of exploitation as its very 
precondition.”41

The paradoxical character of the supposed “freedom of choice” that char-
acterizes capitalism is especially evident when we consider the genealogy of 
liberalism and the predication of the universality of human rights on the ex-
emption of slaves, the colonized, and indigenous peoples from possession of 
such rights and therefore from exercise of substantive freedom. In the course 
of theorizing the interlinked forms of violence that subtend liberalism, Lisa 
Lowe explains, “Social relations in the colonized Americas, Asia, and Africa 
were the condition of possibility for Western liberalism to think the univer-
sality of human freedom.”42 On the flip side of liberal freedom, Lowe con-
tinues, one finds racialized governance and political, economic, and social 
hierarchies deployed in the management of all peoples (she includes the 
enslaved, the colonized, and the indigenous) who have been and often con-
tinue to be thought of as less than human.43 This paradox of liberalism be-
comes stark in the aftermath of manumission in the United States as one of 
the principal outcomes was resubjugation of the enslaved by new regimes of 
unfreedom. The historians Amy Dru Stanley and Sarah Haley, the black stud-
ies scholars Salamishah Tillet and Dennis Childs, and the sociologists Loïc 
Wacquant and Naomi Murakawa all concur (albeit from different disciplinary 
vantage points and in relation to varied institutions and archives): the eman-
cipated were compelled to endure continued and frequently exacerbated 
forms of dehumanization through subjection to vagrancy laws that criminal-
ized those unwilling to enter into wage labor; through incarceration on chain 
gangs on which death rates among leased convicts (male and female) were 
higher than they had been on the plantations on which slaves had formerly 
labored; and, not least, through the recruitment of former slaves into share-
cropping and other forms of debt bondage and indenture that curtailed the 
capacity of putatively free individuals to exercise actual freedom of domicile 
or movement.44
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Like freedmen and free women, many of today’s reproductive laborers, es-
pecially those in the Global South, have little control over the circumstances in 
which they live, circumstances that compel them to alienate in vivo reproduc-
tive labor and its living products.45 As all ethnographies of Indian surrogacy 
document, in this market as in other outsourced or transnational reproduc-
tive markets, women who elect to engage in surrogacy do so in order to sur-
vive and to help their families to survive. Surrogacy pays for food, shelter, and 
clothing, and sometimes also for children’s education or daughters’ dowries. 
While some women elect surrogate labor over the other options available to 
them, others are pressured into it by in-laws and husbands. Either way, poor 
women are actively sought out by clinics and recruiters who work for the nu-
merous international agencies that arrange surrogacy across national borders. 
Ethnographies detail that surrogates are housed in dormitories that separate 
them from their children and families; they are subjected to painful and often 
dangerous medical procedures and drug protocols; and, most important, they 
are required to give up the babies they gestate and to whom they give birth. 
In surrogacy arrangements maternity is fragmented into oocyte vendors (eu-
phemistically called egg “donors”), gestators or birthers, and socializers, and 
legal contracts are drawn up and signed to enforce the surrogate’s status 
as a nonmother, effectively restricting her to sale of her (re)productive labor 
and its products. Like the bills of sale that mandated that slave women re-
produce their own kinlessness by rendering mother and child chattel, the 
contracts that are used in surrogacy ensure that the reproductive labor of the 
surrogate is alienable and fungible and that the children born to surrogates 
are treated as property belonging to others—that is, until the transfer of the 
baby-commodity to those who have paid for their (re)production. Although 
the media and surrogate agencies characterize outsourced surrogacy as a win-
win situation for poor, enterprising women, the full weight of the legal estab-
lishment (and its ability to enforce contracts and protect consumer’s genetic 
property) is imposed to ensure that surrogates surrender the products they 
have (re)produced to their supposed owners.

Although surrogacy exchanges in the United States are typically cloaked 
in a discourse of altruism in which both surrogate and consumer characterize 
surrogacy as “a labor of love,” reproductive extraction is as amply evident in 
the United States as in India or elsewhere in the Global South.46 In Baby M 
and Johnson v. Calvert, the watershed surrogacy disputes I examine in chap-
ter 1, courts forcibly removed children from the surrogates (one white, one 
black and Native American) who gestated and gave birth to them and who 
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sought to mother them rather than exchange them for payment. While it 
is rare for surrogates who breach contract by refusing to give up children 
to whom they have given birth to become known to the public either in 
the United States or abroad, the fact that even a few are known to have 
protested reproductive extraction and legally enforced kinlessness is not 
an aberration that we can afford to dismiss. Rather the existence of broken 
contracts and legal precedents must be regarded as an index of the persis
tent potential for surrogate insurgency and the violent measures that bio-
capitalism deems necessary to stave off crises that would otherwise disrupt 
its smooth functioning.

Unwittingly invoking and simultaneously disavowing the work of the slave 
episteme in contemporary surrogacy, in the early days of surrogacy pro-
surrogacy propaganda frequently cited the Old Testament figure of Hagar, 
the handmaid, as the first surrogate mother. In Judeo-Christian tradition, 
Hagar bore a child to Abraham when his wife, Sarah, appeared to be barren. 
By invoking Hagar’s story, pro-surrogacy forces seek to provide religious 
and moral precedent for women to serve other women as surrogates, and 
thus to participate in what pundits such as Oprah Winfrey tout as a “beauti-
ful” instance of “global sisterhood.”47 Instructively the fact that Hagar was 
neither Sarah’s equal nor her sister goes unacknowledged when the biblical 
handmaid is trotted out in support of surrogacy. Hagar was a slave, as black 
feminist theologians underscore. And she was not just any slave. Hagar was 
an Egyptian who was forced under penalty of exile into the wilderness, to 
surrender her body for reproductive use and to part with her child. And she 
was also an insurgent slave. Hagar neither acceded to her assigned role as 
nonmother nor to Abraham’s eventual disinheritance of her son. Instead she 
went rogue, found a way where there was no way, and eventually journeyed 
with Ishmael across the desert of Beersheba to freedom. For these reasons, 
as I discuss in greater detail in chapter 4, black feminist theologians elevate 
Hagar as a fugitive foremother who rose in struggle and today represents all 
women who refuse racialized sexual and reproductive dispossession.

Taking cues from black feminists, I treat contemporary surrogates and 
other reproductive laborers as Hagar’s daughters. I do so in two distinct 
ways. First, as already discussed, I recognize that understanding of the slave 
episteme in biocapitalism necessitates treatment of surrogacy as a heuristic 
device that centers reproduction as a form of labor and as an in vivo com-
modity productive of other living commodities. Following in the footsteps 
of those discussed throughout this book—Hartman, Roberts, Spillers and 
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Darlene Clark Hine, Deborah Gray White, Angela Davis, Jennifer Morgan, 
and others—I take the slave woman and her experience in slavery not as an 
incidentally gendered standpoint but rather as the point of reference in construct-
ing a story about the slave past and in imagining the relevance of this story 
for the present and future.48 Second, in treating contemporary surrogates as 
Hagar’s daughters, I recognize the importance of slave women’s past insur-
gency not only because recognition reshapes received understandings of the 
history of slavery but also because it expresses what the historian Robin D. G. 
Kelley refers to as “freedom dreams”—dreams expressed in multiple idioms 
by those who have turned to slave women’s lives to locate prior forms of re-
fusal. As Kelley notes, freedom dreams are transformative of conventional 
understandings of human agency and resistance, and therefore of the connec-
tion of both “agency” and “resistance” to Marxist materialist mainstays such as 
“work,” “worker,” and “class consciousness.” To conceive of freedom dreams 
in the past, Kelley elaborates, is to “recover ideas—visions fashioned mainly 
by those marginalized black activists who proposed a different way out of our 
contradictions.” However, he cautions, the point of recovery is not to “wholly 
embrace . . . ​[past] ideas or strategies as the foundation for new movements.” 
Rather it is to engage recovered ideas so that we may “tap the well of our own 
collective imaginations” and consider, under present circumstances, how we 
might conceive of “freedom” as unbound from free enterprise.49

In insisting on the relevance of black feminist analysis of and response 
to racial capitalism’s current biocapitalist configuration, it is important to 
point out that many historians of feminism have considered black feminism 
somewhat differently than I do here. They have situated black feminism in 
the context of the long civil rights movement, the rise of Black Power, and the 
ascendance of dominant forms of (white) feminism. And they have cast black 
feminism as a negotiation of the sexism and masculinism and sometimes, 
though less often, the heterosexism of black nationalism, and as a response 
to the racism and classism of second wave feminism.50 With their research 
into the frequently overlooked history of black feminist involvement in the 
reproductive rights movement, they have demonstrated how, beginning in 
the 1970s, black feminists, working alongside other antiracist activists, pres-
sured the movement to expand its narrow focus on access to abortion to 
include the full spectrum of reproductive freedoms, including the freedom 
to elect when to bear children, the economic freedom to raise and care for 
them, and the freedom to call out sterilization abuse and refuse all forms of 
racist, sexist, and ultimately eugenic medical coercion.51
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What historians have not considered is how black feminism articulated 
freedom dreams that were specifically if not always expressly keyed to the 
biocapitalist economy of the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s—that is, to the form of 
capitalism that emerged as black feminists wrote. Consequently most have 
not read black feminism as a social and political formation that necessar-
ily, but not always explicitly or self-consciously, mediates the conflicts and 
contradictions that characterized the exploitation of in vivo reproductive 
labor in black feminism’s moment of production and publication. Relatedly, 
they do not read black feminism as constituting a philosophy of history that 
reflects and refracts the rise of biocapitalism and the forms of neoliberal-
ism that emerged alongside it. In regarding the black feminism articulated 
across three decades as a philosophy of history, I underscore black femi-
nism’s contributions to a full-scale critique of racial capitalism and position 
it as an insurgent response to the question of human futurity in biocapitalism 
and neoliberalism. As already noted, chapter 1 does so by examining black 
feminist contributions to the scholarship on surrogacy. Chapter 2 does so by 
analyzing black feminist ideas about slave women’s participation in a gen-
eral strike against slavery. Chapter 3 does so by reading Morrison’s Beloved 
as a manifesto for substantive sexual and reproductive freedom. Chapter 4 
does so by demonstrating how Octavia Butler’s black feminist sf of the late 
1970s and 1980s constitutes a prescient meditation on the rise of neoliberal-
ism and the racialized reproductive cultures and politics that it ushered in. In 
short, across this book’s chapters I engage black feminism in and through 
its multiple idioms of expression to demonstrate how it has persistently and 
imaginatively mobilized the history and image of the slave past to challenge 
received understandings of this past and to recast the present in which the 
past is being recalled in a new light. For it is only when past and present 
are constellated that it becomes possible to imagine a more liberated future.

The suggestion that black feminism accesses the freedom dreams of en-
slaved women who refused or dreamed of refusing sexual and reproductive 
extraction is not meant to be triumphalist. Along with others, I am cautious 
of recuperative and frequently sanguine attempts to redeem a story of agency, 
solidarity, and liberation from a past so violent that it may well have foreclosed 
all three.52 Alongside other scholars of black feminism, I too lament the siz-
able struggle involved in resurrection of black feminism as an intellectual and 
institutional intervention in the face of its neglect or overt dismissal.53 For all 
of these reasons the second half of this book treats dystopian sf that rings out 
an alarm about the manner in which black feminist freedom dreams can be and 
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have been incorporated, co-opted, or entirely eviscerated in the context of neo-
liberalism. Such sf mediates the same material conflicts and contradictions 
that animated black feminist production in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, but 
instead of imagining reproductive refusal, it depicts futures so devastatingly 
bleak that it appears that acquiescence to racialized reproductive extraction 
has been and remains the only option. Through engagement with dystopian 
fictions—three by Butler (chapter 4), a novel by Kazuo Ishiguro (chapter 5), 
and Alfonso Cuarón’s apocalyptic film The Children of Men (epilogue)—I argue 
that it is possible to put on display, and thus put up for critical inspection, the 
myriad obstacles to robust imagination of resistance and refusal, and therefore 
to achievement of substantive sexual and reproductive freedom. As we shall 
see, in such dystopian texts space for alternative imaginings comes under 
pressure as the reproductive laborer’s freedom dreams are actively colonized 
by neoliberal economic imperatives and the proliferation of empty ideas about 
reproductive choice as an end in itself. And yet, as I hope is already apparent, I 
do not conclude this book with dystopian sf to suggest throwing in the towel. 
Rather I do so because I am just utopian enough to imagine that when dysto-
pian sf is juxtaposed with black feminist manifestos for freedom that dare to 
imagine refusal of sexual and reproductive extraction, the boldness of black 
feminist freedom dreams will appear newly resonant. Although such freedom 
dreams are quickly becoming historically distant and fragile—keyed as they 
are to a prior moment of radical possibility that today can too often feel out of 
reach—they also strike me as urgent.

What Lies Ahead

Chapter 1 explores contemporary surrogacy, develops the idea of surrogacy 
as a heuristic device, and argues for recognition of the workings of the slave 
episteme in biocapitalism. I treat historical scholarship on women in slavery 
that reveals the centrality of reproductive extraction to the entire slave enter-
prise. Through examination of feminist contributions to debates about bio-
capitalism I examine what is yet to be gained by including an account of slave 
breeding in theories of the biocapitalist extraction of life itself. Most impor
tant, I engage feminist scholarship on surrogacy, explore feminist responses 
to the two most controversial surrogacy cases in US history, and detail the 
groundbreaking contributions of black feminist legal scholars who sought to 
theorize surrogate labor as a racializing process. In so doing, I explore how 
black feminists conceptualized what I call the surrogacy/slavery nexus—the 
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dialectical relationship between past and present that characterizes black 
feminism’s philosophy of history. In conclusion I speculate that attention 
to the surrogacy/slavery nexus can enrich our understanding of the forms of 
outsourced or transnational surrogacy that are available today.

Chapter  2 develops the argument about the importance of black femi-
nism’s philosophy of history for analysis of biocapitalism by expanding my 
previous discussion to include a wider range of black feminist texts, espe-
cially so-called neo-slave narratives. Reading across a range of meditations 
on women in slavery, I demonstrate how they collectively situate sexual and 
reproductive extraction at the center of their accounts of racial capitalism’s 
transformation over time. I further argue that black feminists writing in the 
1980s and 1990s did this by gendering the Du Boisian idea of the general 
strike against slavery and, in the process, positioning sexual and reproduc-
tive insurgency as central to slavery’s overthrow. In so doing black feminism 
made a major though often unrecognized contribution to the black radical 
tradition, which has generally been construed as male. I conclude the chapter 
by suggesting that black women’s neo-slave narratives be read as manifestos for 
freedom from sexual and reproductive dispossession in slavery and beyond, 
and, therefore, for recognition of black feminist neo-slave narratives as an 
indispensable component of not only black feminism’s philosophy of history 
but also the black radical tradition.

Chapter 3 deepens the preceding argument about the importance of neo-
slave narratives by treating the most famous black feminist neo-slave narra-
tive published to date, Morrison’s Beloved, and its retelling of the story of a 
fugitive slave mother who murdered her daughter to save her from enslave-
ment. Through an extended close reading of Beloved I concretize the idea that 
critical speculative engagement is central to the project of constellating past 
and present and thus to development of black feminism’s philosophy of his-
tory. In Morrison’s case, the present—the 1970s and 1980s—is also the period 
that witnessed the ascent of the surrogate industry in the United States and 
the global biocapitalist economy of which surrogacy was to become a consti-
tutive part. I conclude the chapter with a speculative provocation: although 
Morrison’s protagonist, Sethe, is a figure heretofore exclusively linked to Mar-
garet Garner, she ought to be linked to Joan Little, the young black woman 
who murdered the white prison guard who raped her in 1974. Throughout 
the 1970s and 1980s, Little was at the symbolic center of an interracial feminist 
mobilization against criminalization of women’s violent refusal of sexual and 
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reproductive exploitation. In juxtaposing Sethe’s and Little’s insurgency, Be-
loved advances the radical idea that insurgent violence can defy incorporation 
into hegemonic systems of understanding; and thus, together with the black 
feminists with whom Morrison was in dialogue, she ought to be seen as 
meditating on the place of violent insurgency in the fight for substantive 
sexual and reproductive freedom.

Chapter 4 commences the second major argument of the book, compli-
cating our understanding of the struggle for freedom from reproductive ex-
ploitation in the context of neoliberalism through a reading of dystopian sf by 
Butler. While the black feminist neo-slave narratives treated in the previous 
two chapters explore insurgency against sexual and reproductive extraction, 
they do not account for neoliberalism’s disavowal of slavery and ideological 
embrace of postracialism. In contrast, Butler’s fictions, which were written 
alongside black feminist neo-slave narratives, offer an extended meditation 
on reader complicity in the perpetuation of the slave episteme through its 
disavowal. They do so by calling attention to racial and gender violence as 
by-products of the contemporary preoccupation, facilitated by the availability 
of reproductive technology, with pursuit of forms of kinship that are rooted 
in notions of racial or genetic relatedness. As Butler makes plain, such forms 
of kinship depend on forms of racialized reproductive extraction that ought 
to be pursued (through consumption of surrogacy and arts) with great cau-
tion. Building on Hartman’s observation that “telling the story of women 
in slavery necessarily involves an intersection of the fictive and historical,” 
or work in a “subjunctive tense” that ventures “toward another mode of writ-
ing,” the chapter includes a discussion of Butler’s work in a “subjunctive 
tense” through treatment of her use of the trope of time travel.54 Through 
this trope, Butler illuminates how reproductive revolts have already been 
and will continue to be stymied by uncritical pursuit of forms of kinship that 
are rooted in racial or genetic connection.

Chapter 5 treats human cloning and the international trade in human bodily 
organs as part of the phenomenon of reproductive extraction in biocapital-
ism. I examine how and why cloning (a form of reproduction that sidelines 
the necessary contribution of the female body by transforming reproduction 
into a technological process performed by men) and the organ trade are rou-
tinely represented as bound. I read Ishiguro’s 2005 novel Never Let Me Go and 
its portrait of clones bred to be organ donors as a story about disavowal of 
the afterlife of reproductive slavery in our time. And I explore how the form 

HUMAN REPRODUCTION and the SLAVE EPISTEME  27



of Ishiguro’s novel, its hallmark slow-reveal and unreliable first-person nar
ration, provide readers with an experience of complicity in perpetuation of 
the slave episteme—in particular, of complicity with the racialized dehu-
manization of in vivo labor upon which the organ donation program that is 
depicted in the novel, like the forms of surrogacy depicted in Butler’s work, 
depends. Although cloning is a form of reproduction that is generally con-
strued as unmoored from the female body (notably, Ishiguro’s clones appear 
to be motherless and are sterile), through engagement in critical speculation 
I argue that the slave mother and thus the slave episteme operate beneath the 
surface of the seemingly autochthonous world that the novel depicts. Conse-
quently, Ishiguro’s novel serves as a platform from which to consider how a 
neoliberal text that disavows the slave episteme might nonetheless be recog-
nized as a contemporary slave narrative, albeit one that erases blackness as it 
calibrates itself to the neoliberal ideology of postracialism.

The epilogue examines fears that spring from our impending failure to 
rescue the human reproductive process from immanent destruction by dis-
ease and environmental catastrophe and explores how fantasies about uni-
versal human infertility—a crisis I call “the end of men”—lead to celebration 
of the black surrogate as the fount of human life on earth. This is an idea ex-
pressed in a spate of popular films, novels, and tv dramas. In concluding the 
book’s argument about the importance of critical speculative engagement, 
I treat Cuarón’s The Children of Men, a film in which humanity is saved from 
extinction by a black African prostitute-surrogate who appears, against all 
odds, to have conceived a miracle child, the last child to be born on earth. 
My reading of The Children of Men, a film often celebrated for its portrayal of a 
black Madonna as humanity’s savior, demonstrates that even superficially pro-
gressive representations of racialized reproduction warrant scrutiny. In the 
film, all political factions vie for control over the black mother and her girl 
child; and, despite apparent differences, all factions fail to imagine rescue of 
human civilization through anything but racialized reproductive extraction. 
Insofar as it allows for apprehension of the endurance of the slave episteme, 
my reading of the film prods us to consider how we might exit the reproduc-
tive death spiral it represents. For, if we allows ourselves to be guided by black 
feminism’s philosophy of history and refuse resolution of the immanent cri-
sis of human futurity through racialized reproductive extraction, we might 
well be able to imagine heretofore unimagined ways to reproduce and sustain 
life on planet Earth.
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an oocyte, eggs from vendors are used. These vendors may be flown to the ges-
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resides. Though discussion of the reproductive labor involved in oocyte vending 
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subsidized by the state in Israel. However, single Israeli men and male couples 
must seek surrogacy arrangements abroad because the state bans all male par-
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Transfigured by Gestational Surrogacy,” in Ideologies and Technologies of Motherhood: 
Race, Class, Sexuality, and Nationalism, ed. Heléna Ragoné and France Winddance 
Twine (New York: Routledge, 2000), 66. Subsequent scholarship confirms these 
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who speculated about “baby farms” full of young “Third World women” in Re
creating Motherhood: Ideology and Technology in Patriarchal Society (New York: Norton, 
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2013, at which time surrogacy arrangements involving gay couples and single men 
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all women (Teman, Birthing a Mother). Since 2013 gay couples and individuals from 
Europe, the UK, and North America have circumvented Indian regulations by 
paying Indian surrogates to migrate to neighboring countries such as Nepal for 
the duration of their pregnancies. See Jey Saung, “Reproducing the Nation-State: 
Surrogate ‘Gaybies,’ Queer Family, and Biopolitics of Colonialism,” presented at 
the Biopower and Biopolitics Graduate Seminar, Seattle, Washington, March 3, 
2016. On factors that lead consumers to travel abroad see Gupta, “Parenthood 
in the Era of Reproductive Outsourcing”; Bergmann, “Fertility Tourism.” Surro-
gacy is unevenly regulated in the United States. Most states have no restrictions; 
some ban commercial surrogacy; others ban all forms of payment but not the 
practice of surrogacy. The state of California is entirely unregulated. Many pre-
dict that outsourcing or transnational surrogacy is fast becoming dominant. See 
Hochschild, The Outsourced Self, 101.

	84	 Pande treats surrogates as “agents” who make “constrained choices” to lessen 
hardships. She rejects Eurocentric portrayals that do not incorporate discussion 
of surrogacy as a chosen survival strategy. Similarly, though she describes surro-
gacy as “undoubtedly exploitative,” Rudrappa casts surrogates as “active partici-
pants in emergent intimate industries, shaping a new ethics of caring and giving a 
whole new meaning to the social and economic value of babies and motherhood” 
(Discounted Life, 8, 56, 65, 86–98). Fixmer-Oraiz examines obfuscating media rhe
toric in “Speaking of Solidarity.” Deomampo analyzes how foreign consumers of 
surrogacy buy into the “rescue narrative” by believing that they are saving poor 
women from dire circumstances by employing them (Transnational Reproduction, 
59–94). Vora finds that clinics overplay the benefit to surrogates of payment and 
advance a discourse of “rehabilitation through surrogacy” that relieves consum-
ers of anxiety about the stark economic inequalities at the heart of the exchange 
(Life Support, 117–19, 121).

	85	 Pande, “ ‘At Least I’m Not Sleeping with Anyone,’ ” 302.
	86	 Rudrappa, Discounted Life, 72.
	87	 Rudrappa, Discounted Life, 60.
	88	 Pande, “Commercial Surrogacy in India,” 12.
	89	 Surrogacy clinics generally prohibit unmediated interactions between surrogates 

and consumers; many refuse to facilitate contact after delivery. See Rudrappa, 
Discounted Life, 135, 137.
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	90	 Rudrappa, Discounted Life, 5.
	91	 When Indians living abroad or wealthy Indian citizens consume surrogacy in 

India, the exchange is shaped by religion, caste, and race. As Vora argues, the 
“vital energy” that is transferred from surrogate to consumer follows circuits 
of exchange set in place by colonialism, by India’s history of bonded labor, and 
by culturally specific reproductive practices that have for centuries compelled 
household servants and extended family to reproduce children who will be par-
ented by those able and willing to provide for them (personal communication 
and Life Support, 25–42, 103–40). Vora stands strongly on one side of the ongoing 
debate about the relevance of the history of slavery and bonded labor in South 
Asia to the practice of surrogacy. Also see Indrani Chatterjee, Gender, Slavery, and 
Law in Colonial India (London: Oxford University Press, 1999); Indrani Chatterjee 
and Richard M. Eaton, eds., Slavery and South Asian History (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2006).

	92	 Deomampo’s discussion of the “racial reproductive imaginaries” that inform the 
interactions between consumers of outsourced surrogacy in India and the sur-
rogates whose labor they consume moved me to speculate thus. She discusses 
consumers’ production of the surrogate as a “racialized Other”—a term that, 
she argues, encompasses the consumer’s Orientalization of the Asian surrogate. 
Here I suggest it might also include the consumer’s imposition of ideas about 
women of color as “natural” breeders, ideas that emerge from Atlantic slavery. 
See Deomampo, Transnational Reproduction, especially chapter 2. Relatedly Kalindi 
Vora observes that foreign consumers of surrogacy bring with them to India 
ideologies and expectations about reproduction that are often foreign to Indian 
women. See “Re-imagining Reproduction: Unsettling Metaphors in the History 
of Imperial Science and Commercial Surrogacy in India,” Somatechnics 5.1 (2015): 
88–103, especially 90.

	93	 Deomampo, Transnational Reproduction, and Vora, Life Support, most robustly 
take up the racializing work of the colonial episteme, though neither uses this 
terminology.

	94	 Laura Harrison’s Brown Bodies, White Babies is the first study to bring together 
discussions of the racial politics of outsourced surrogacy in India and cross-
racial surrogacy in the US. Harrison focuses on the perceptible (ascribed and 
self-identified) racial differences among the individuals involved in surrogacy 
arrangements and explores how these shape surrogacy arrangements. She con-
vincingly demonstrates that cross-racial surrogacy arrangements shore up the 
interests of the dominant racial group as they are predominantly used to create 
wealthy, white, heterosexual families that reside in the Global North.

	95	 See Lisa Lowe, The Intimacies of Four Continents (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2015), 3.
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2. Black Feminism as a Philosophy of History

	 1	 Mark Reinhardt, “Introduction: An Extraordinary Case?,” in Who Speaks for Marga-
ret Garner? The True Story That Inspired Toni Morrison’s Beloved (Minneapolis: Univer-
sity of Minnesota Press, 2010), 5; hereafter cited parenthetically. Garner was given 
voice only through this oft-repeated account of her intent. As Reinhardt notes, 
because slaves could not provide testimony Garner never took the stand.

	 2	 Darlene Clark Hine, “Foreword: Gendered Resistance Now,” in Gendered Resistance: 
Women, Slavery, and the Legacy of Margaret Garner, ed. Mary E. Frederickson and De-
lores  M. Walters (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2013), x; hereafter cited 
parenthetically.

	 3	 Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History” (1940), in Illuminations, 
trans. Harry Zohn, ed. Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken Books, 1968), 255; 
hereafter cited parenthetically.

	4	 Though two charges were brought, one for destruction of property and one for 
violation of the Fugitive Slave Act, Garner was tried only in relation to the lat-
ter despite abolitionists’ attempts to expose the Slave Act’s hypocrisy by having 
her instead tried for murder. As Stephen Best observes, supporters of slavery re-
garded fugitives as criminals involved in theft of self. The Fugitive’s Properties: Law 
and the Poetics of Possession (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 81–82.

	 5	 The Southern press paid Garner scant attention; Reinhardt interprets this as 
political censorship (Who Speaks for Margaret Garner?, 30–31).

	6	 Douglass cited in Reinhardt, Who Speaks for Margaret Garner?, 32.
	 7	 Douglass cited in Reinhardt, Who Speaks for Margaret Garner?, 41.
	 8	 Stone cited in Reinhardt, Who Speaks for Margaret Garner?, 40–41. Recent scholars 

who follow Stone’s lead observe that Garner’s daughter was light skinned and 
thus especially vulnerable to sexual abuse. Others claim Garner’s actions were 
compelled by the fact that her children were fathered by her master. See Delores M. 
Walters, “Introduction: Re(dis)covering and Recreating the Cultural Milieu of 
Margaret Garner,” in Frederickson and Walters, Gendered Resistance, 8–13; Steven 
Weisenburger, Modern Medea: A Family Story of Slavery and Child-Murder from the Old 
South (New York: Hill and Wang, 1998), 47, 75–76.

	 9	 In a survey of literary representations of the 1850s Sarah  N. Roth argues that 
slave infanticide was treated as suicide, as violence against the mother rather 
than infant. Slave mothers who committed infanticide were thus viewed as self-
sacrificing heroines. Roth places Garner’s story alongside novels by Stowe, Jollife 
(Garner’s lawyer), and M’Keehan. “ ‘The Blade Was in My Own Breast’: Slave In-
fanticide in 1850s Fiction,” American Nineteenth Century History 8.2 (2007): 169–85.

	10	 Garner’s second daughter, Cilla, was drowned when the steamboat on which the 
Garners were traveling to Mississippi capsized. The possibility that Cilla’s drown-
ing was also an act of infanticide lends credence to Garner’s assertion that she 
was committed to execution of her initial plan even after her capture. Walters, 
“Introduction,” 5.
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	11	 M. A. Harris, Bill Cosby, and Toni Morrison, eds., The Black Book (New York: Ran-
dom House, 1974), a compilation of news clippings and archival materials that 
Morrison shepherded through publication. Morrison claims that the account of 
Garner included therein inspired Beloved. See Cheryl  A. Wall, “Toni Morrison, 
Editor and Teacher,” in The Cambridge Companion to Toni Morrison, ed. Justine Tally 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 143–46.

	12	 Beloved is routinely assigned in high school and college; there is a popular cin-
ematic adaptation starring Oprah Winfrey, an opera based on Garner’s life that 
features a libretto by Morrison, and a daunting amount of scholarship on the 
novel, including nearly nine hundred entries in the International Modern Lan-
guage Association database.

	13	 See Joy James, “Profeminism and Gender Elites: W. E. B. Du Bois, Anna Julia Cooper, 
and Ida  B. Wells-Barnett,” 69–95, and Hazel Carby, “The Souls of Black Men,” 
234–68, collected in Next to the Color Line: Gender, Sexuality, and W. E. B. Du Bois, ed. 
Susan Gillman and Alys Eve Weinbaum (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2007).

	14	 Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1983), 185–240; W. E. B. Du Bois, Black 
Reconstruction in America, 1860–1880 (1935; New York: Free Press, 1998); hereafter 
both cited parenthetically.

	15	 See Cedric Robinson, “A Critique of W. E. B. Du Bois’ Black Reconstruction,” Black 
Scholar 8.7 (1977): 44–50, and Black Marxism, 199–203.

	16	 In this way, Robinson continues, Du Bois positions slavery as a subsystem of 
world capitalism, and the Civil War (and the crushing of the revolutionary im-
pulses that animated it) as world historical events that set the stage for the vio-
lent modernity we have inherited—a modernity grounded in a racialized global 
division of labor. Also see Moon-Ho Jung, “Black Reconstruction and Empire,” South 
Atlantic Quarterly 112.3 (2013): 465–71.

	17	 Susan Gillman and Alys Eve Weinbaum, “Introduction: W. E. B. Du Bois and the 
Politics of Juxtaposition,” in Gillman and Weinbaum, Next to the Color Line, 1–34; 
Alys Eve Weinbaum, “The Sexual Politics of Black Internationalism: W. E. B. Du 
Bois and the Reproduction of Racial Globality” in Wayward Reproductions: Gene-
alogies of Race and Nation in Transatlantic Modern Thought (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2004), 187–226.

	18	 See chapters by Joy James, Hazel Carby, and Michele Elam and Paul  C. Taylor, 
all collected in Gillman and Weinbaum, Next to the Color Line, quote 209. Also see 
David Levering Lewis, W. E. B. Du Bois: The Fight for Equality and the American Century, 
1919–1963 (New York: Henry Holt, 2000), 267.

	19	 Black Reconstruction exhibits a textual form that I elsewhere describe as Du Bois’s 
“politics of juxtaposition.” In placing unremarked discussions of gender and 
sexual exploitation and violence “right next to” discussion of racist and imperial-
ist exploitation and violence, Du Bois demonstrates the need for (but does not 
offer) an intersectional analysis of racism, sexism, and capitalism. See Gillman 
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and Weinbaum, “Introduction: W. E. B. Du Bois and the Politics of Juxtaposition,” 
and Weinbaum, “Interracial Romance and Black Internationalism,” in Gillman and 
Weinbaum, Next to the Color Line, 1–34 and 96–123.

	20	 Deborah Gray White explains, “For those fugitive women who left children in 
slavery, the physical relief which freedom brought was limited compensation for 
the anguish they suffered.” Ar’n’t I A Woman: Female Slaves in the Plantation South 
(New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1985), 71; hereafter cited parenthetically. John 
Hope Franklin and Loren Schweninger estimate that roughly 20 percent of run-
aways were women: Runaway Slaves: Rebels on the Plantation (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1999), 210. As Cheryl Janifer LaRoche observes in “Coerced but Not 
Subdued: The Gendered Resistance of Women Escaping Slavery,” in Franklin and 
Walters, Gendered Resistance, 49–76, feminist historians question reliance on adver-
tisements for fugitives as the basis for such statistics as advertisements were less 
frequently posted for missing women than missing men. Women’s absences were 
often regarded as temporary “lying out” and thus of less concern. La Roche adds 
that the tendency to define temporary or unrealized escape attempts as statisti-
cally insignificant also diminishes the agency of slave women and their complex 
negotiations of familial ties.

	21	 Du Bois observes that the planter’s “only effective economic movement . . . ​could 
take place against the slave. He was forced, unless willing to take lower profits, 
continually to beat down the cost of slave labor. . . . ​One method called for more 
land and the other for more slaves” (Black Reconstruction in America, 41).

	22	 Du Bois writes, “Child-bearing was a profitable occupation that received every 
possible encouragement, and there was not only no bar to illegitimacy, but an 
actual premium put upon it. Indeed, the word was impossible of meaning under 
the slave system” (Black Reconstruction in America, 44).

	23	 When Du Bois mentions women in the war he undercuts their role by noting that 
they “accompanied” husbands. Thavolia Glymph clarifies that from the begin-
ning of the conflict black women with children fled to Union lines without men 
and that enlistment of black men as soldiers in the Union Army left wives es-
pecially vulnerable, a situation that led to “swelling” numbers of black women 
among those Du Bois describes as “swarming.” Personal communication. As 
Stephanie Camp argues, it was the absence of men on plantations that led slave 
women to rely mainly upon each other when organizing escape. Closer to Freedom: 
Enslaved Women and Everyday Resistance in the Plantation South (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 2004), 123–27.

	24	 On the distinction between “fact” and “truth” see Toni Morrison, “The Site of 
Memory” in Out There: Marginalization and Contemporary Cultures, ed. Russell Fergu-
son (Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press, 1990), 299–
305, and chapter 3 below. Also see Robinson, Black Marxism, 44.

	25	 This global culture has led to a global racial division of labor predicated on ex-
ploitation of those whom Du Bois described as “the darker peoples of the world.” 
On the reproductive politics of Du Bois’s black internationalist vision see Alys Eve 
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Weinbaum, “The Sexual Politics of Black Internationalism,” in Wayward Reproduc-
tions, 187–226.

	26	 In his introduction to Black Reconstruction in America, 1860–1880, by W. E. B. Du Bois 
(New York: Free Press, 1998), xiii, David Levering Lewis designates Black Recon-
struction “propaganda for his people,” observing that Du Bois’s book instantiates 
slaves and former slaves as historical agents. Also see Charles Lemert, “The Race 
of Time: Du Bois and Reconstruction,” Boundary 2 27.3 (2000): 215–48.

	27	 Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History” (1977), in The Foucault Reader, 
ed. Paul Rabinow (New York: Pantheon, 1984), 76–100.

	28	 The term is Robin Kelley’s. See the discussion in my introduction.
	29	 Angela Y. Davis, “Reflections on the Black Woman’s Role in the Community of 

Slaves,” Black Scholar 3.4 (1971): 2–15; hereafter cited parenthetically. This essay 
was reprinted in The Black Scholar in 1981 as part of the special issue “The Black 
Woman”; parts of it subsequently appeared as “The Legacy of Slavery: Standards 
for a New Womanhood,” chapter 1 in Women, Race, and Class (New York: Vintage, 
1983), 3–29; hereafter cited parenthetically. Also see Daniel Patrick Moynihan, The 
Negro Family: The Case for National Action (1965), in The Moynihan Report and the Politics 
of Controversy, ed. Lee Rainwater and William  L. Yancey (Cambridge, MA: mit 
Press, 1967), 47–94.

	30	 Davis cites Black Reconstruction and Darkwater. While she does not use the term 
strike, she picks up Du Bois’s terminology when she refers to slaves as “workers.”

	31	 Here and elsewhere Davis singles out E. Franklin Frazier’s The Negro Family in the 
United States (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1939) as the account of the 
slave family upon which Moynihan based his “tangle of pathology” argument. 
Davis, “Reflections,” 4.

	32	 I draw on contemporary social scientific scholarship on care work in crafting my 
understanding of its devaluation, feminization, and racialization. Some social 
scientists implicitly link women’s slave labor and care work. As Rhacel Salazar 
Parreñas notes, one of the contradictions of the outsourced care work that Fili-
pina migrants perform is that they care for the children of their employers rather 
than their own. See Eileen Boris and Rhacel Salazar Parreñas, eds., Intimate Labors: 
Cultures, Technologies, and the Politics of Care (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2010); Rhacel Salazar Parreñas, Servants of Globalization: Women, Migration, and Do-
mestic Work (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), and The Force of Domestic-
ity: Filipina Migrants and Globalization (New York: New York University Press, 2008). 
Elsewhere Parreñas critiques the conceptual efficacy of “care work,” arguing for 
the term’s replacement by “reproductive labor”: “The Reproductive Labour of Mi
grant Workers,” Global Networks 12.2 (2012): 269–75.

	33	 Some query Davis’s ideas about domestic life in slavery and her emphasis on 
women’s domestic role. Others take issue with attribution of agency to slaves in 
general. In Killing the Black Body: Race, Reproduction, and the Meaning of Liberty (New 
York: Pantheon, 1997), 55, Dorothy Roberts cautions that slave women’s work was 
easily co-opted, as masters “ultimately profited from their care of other slaves.” 
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Walter Johnson cautions against the presumption of slave agency in social historical 
scholarship produced in the 1970s, noting the need, at that time, to romantically 
redeem the past: “On Agency,” Journal of Social History 37.1 (2003): 113–24. Notably, 
Davis reworks this part of her argument a decade later. In “The Legacy of Slav-
ery” she argues that because women’s field labor was the same as that performed 
by men, slave women were ungendered. Paradoxically gender irreducibly condi-
tioned slave women’s subjection to counterinsurgency in the form of rape and 
“other barbarous mistreatment that could only be inflicted on women” (6). “Ex-
pediency governed the slave holders’ posture toward female slaves,” she further 
clarifies. “When it was profitable to exploit them as if they were men, they were 
regarded, in effect, as genderless, but when they could be exploited, punished 
and repressed in ways suited only for women, they were locked into their exclu-
sively female roles” (6). In this expanded argument, Davis notes her reservations 
about imagining the domestic space as female, observing that slave men engaged 
in domestic labor and men and women—working side by side in the field and 
home—possessed “positive equality” (18). See Davis, “The Legacy of Slavery,” 
6–8. Such corrective arguments have also provoked criticism.

	34	 In an against-the-grain reading of Aptheker, Davis locates evidence of black 
women as members of fugitive and maroon communities, as insurgents within 
plantation households, and as participants in organized rebellions. As she la-
ments, if reigning (male) historians would only interpret their own evidence 
“correctly” they would discover that women were “the most daring and commit-
ted combatants” and thus “the custodian[s] of a house of resistance” (“Reflec-
tions,” 8–9).

	35	 When Davis updates these arguments in 1981 she does so by comparing the rape 
of slave women to the rape of Vietnamese women by American troops. In both in-
stances rape is a “weapon of domination . . . ​designed to intimidate and terror-
ize” (“The Legacy of Slavery,” 23–24). Davis has elsewhere written about how per-
sonal sexual violation fuels her imagination of slave insurgency against rape and 
her focus on the gendered linkages between plantations and prisons. See “Rape, 
Racism, and the Capitalist Setting” (1978), “JoAnne Little: The Dialects of Rape” 
(1975), “Violence against Women and the Ongoing Challenge to Racism” (1985), all 
in The Angela Y. Davis Reader, ed. Joy James (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1998), 129–60, 
and “How Gender Structures the Prison System,” in Are Prisons Obsolete? (New 
York: Seven Stories, 2003), 60–83.

	36	 See Hortense  J. Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar 
Book,” Diacritics 17.2 (1987): 65–81.

	37	 In the first major black feminist anthology, Erlene Stetson details a course taught 
on the history of slavery that focused on female slaves prior to the emergence 
of black feminist histories of slavery. Instructively Stetson begins her course by 
juxtaposing Davis’s essay and Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction. See Stetson, “Study-
ing Slavery: Some Literary and Pedagogical Considerations on the Black Female 
Slave,” in All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, but Some of Us Are Brave: Black 
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Women’s Studies, ed. Gloria  T. Hull, Patricia Bell Scott, and Barbara Smith (Old 
Westbury, CT: Feminist Press, 1982), 62–84.

	38	 Hine cites scholarship by field-shapers such as Herbert Aptheker, Eugene Geno-
vese, and Winthrop Jordan. Though she does not cite Davis, the solidarity of their 
projects is evident. See Darlene  C. Hine, “Female Slave Resistance: The Eco-
nomics of Sex,” Western Journal of Black Studies 3.2 (1979): 123–27; hereafter cited 
parenthetically.

	39	 In the 1990s black feminist scholars began to examine how nineteenth-century 
slaves and midwives used herbs (tansy, rue, cotton root and seed, pennyroyal, 
cedar gum) and other techniques to prevent or destroy pregnancy. See Roberts, 
Killing the Black Body, 47; Sharla M. Fett, Working Cures: Healing, Health, and Power on 
Southern Slave Plantations (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002); 
Marie Jenkins Schwartz, Birthing a Slave: Motherhood and Medicine in the Antebellum 
South (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006); Liese M. Perrin, “Resist-
ing Reproduction: Reconsidering Slave Contraception in the Old South,” Journal 
of American Studies 35.2 (2001): 255–74. Hine argues that some acts of reproductive 
resistance (including abortion) ought to be recognized as collaborative, if not 
collectively organized (“Female Slave Resistance,” 125).

	40	 See White, Ar’n’t I a Woman?
	41	 White begins her book with a discussion of the figures of Jezebel and Mammy. 

Here I suggest that in so doing she reveals not only the stereotypes that informed 
the master’s treatment of slave women but also the gendered ideology to which 
slave women had to actively respond. See White, “Jezebel and Mammy: The My
thology of Female Slavery” in Ar’n’t I a Woman?, 27–61.

	42	 White argues that although “few sources illuminate the interaction of slave 
women in their private world,” they shared knowledge about sex and mother-
hood cross-generationally, especially when working on “trash gangs” composed 
of children too young, women too pregnant, and elders too weak to endure the 
heaviest aspects of field work. White further imagines that because they were 
forced to rely on each other, slave women would have been closer to each other 
than to their children or their men—both of whom were likely transient (Ar’n’t I a 
Woman?, 23, 119–41).

	43	 See Mia Bay, The White Image in the Black Mind: African American Ideas about White 
People, 1830–1925 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); Barbara Bush, Slave 
Women in Caribbean Society, 1650–1838 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1990); Camp, Closer to Freedom; Fett, Working Cures; Mary Farmer-Kaiser, Freed-
women and the Freedmen’s Bureau: Race, Gender, and Public Policy in the Age of Emancipation 
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2010); Thavolia Glymph, Out of the House 
of Bondage: The Transformation of the Plantation Household (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003); Tera W. Hunter, To ’Joy My Freedom: Southern Black Women’s 
Lives and Labors after the Civil War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997); 
Jacqueline Jones, American Work: Four Centuries of Black and White Labor (New York: 
Norton, 1998), The Dispossessed: America’s Underclasses from the Civil War to the Present (New 
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York: Basic Books, 1992), Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow: Black Women, Work, and the 
Family from Slavery to the Present (New York: Basic Books, 1985), and A Social History 
of the Laboring Classes from Colonial Times to the Present (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1999); 
Jennifer  L. Morgan, Laboring Women: Reproduction and Gender in New World Slavery 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004); Marietta Morrissey, Slave 
Women in the New World: Gender Stratification in the Caribbean (Lawrence: University of 
Kansas Press, 1989); Nell Irvin Painter, Sojourner Truth: A Life, a Symbol (New York: 
Norton, 1996), and Southern History across the Color Line (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 2002); Amy Dru Stanley, From Bondage to Contract: Wage 
Labor, Marriage, and the Market in the Age of Slave Emancipation (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998).

	44	 Here I follow Robinson’s observation that “the general strike had not been 
planned or centrally organized. Instead, Du Bois termed as a general strike the 
total impact on the secessionist South of a series of actions circumstantially 
related to each other. . . . ​These events were a consequence of contradictions 
within Southern society rather than a revolutionary vanguard that knit these 
phenomena into a historical force.” Robinson continues, “With respect to class 
consciousness, Du Bois perceived that official Marxism had reduced this complex 
phenomenon to a thin political shell consisting of formulae for the dominance 
of state and/or part of workers’ movements. In resisting this tendency, Du Bois 
sought to reintroduce the dialectic in its Hegelian form as the cunning of rea-
son. No party could substitute itself for the revolutionary instrument of history: 
a people moved to action by the social and material conditions of its existence” 
(“A Critique,” 48, 50).

	45	 Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” Small Axe 12.2 (2008): 11.
	46	 Rushdy and Bell invented the generic label. Ashraf H. A. Rushdy, Neo-Slave Narra-

tives: Studies in the Social Logic of a Literary Form (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1999); Bernard W. Bell, The Afro-American Novel and Its Tradition (Amherst: University 
of Massachusetts Press, 1987). Subsequent feminist critics expanded the criterion 
for generic inclusion. See, for example, Angelyn Mitchell, The Freedom to Remember: 
Narrative, Slavery, and Gender in Contemporary Black Women’s Fiction (New Brunswick, 
NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2002); and Jenny Sharpe, Ghosts of Slavery: A Liter-
ary Archeology of Black Women’s Lives (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2003). Rushdy takes the feminist critique to heart in Remembering Generations: Race 
and Family in Contemporary African American Fiction (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2001), which can be read as a supplement to and revision of his 
earlier study.

	47	 See Robin Marantz Henig, “In Vitro Revelation,” New York Times, October 5, 2010.
	48	 Most famously Gena Corea and members of finnrage called for a moratorium 

on the use of all reproductive technologies and all forms of baby selling. See 
Corea, The Mother Machine: Reproductive Technologies from Artificial Insemination to Artificial 
Wombs (New York: Harper and Row, 1985); Rita Arditti, Renate Duelli-Klein, and 
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Shelley Minden, eds., Test-Tube Women: What Future for Motherhood? (London: Pan-
dora, 1984).

	49	 Angela Y. Davis, “Surrogates and Outcast Mothers: Racism and Reproductive Pol-
itics in the Nineties,” in Joy James, The Angela Y. Davis Reader, 212; hereafter cited 
parenthetically.

	50	 See my discussion of outsourced and transnational surrogacy in chapter 1.
	51	 See Roberts, Killing the Black Body, 278. I examine this observation fully in the pre-

vious chapter, which takes Roberts’s passage as its epigraph.
	52	 Of the hundreds of critical articles and chapters on Beloved, two make the con-

nection between Beloved and the Baby M case: Mark  R. Patterson, “Surrogacy 
and Slavery: The Problematics of Consent in Baby M, Romance of the Republic, and 
Pudd’nhead Wilson,” American Literary History 8.3 (1996): 448–70; Elizabeth Tobin, 
“Imagining the Mother’s Text: Toni Morrison’s Beloved and Contemporary Law,” 
Harvard Women’s Law Journal 16 (1993): 233–73. I thank Mark Patterson for bring-
ing his essay to my attention. Notably Davis makes a related argument when she 
recommends that misguided historians of slavery “would do well to read Gayl 
Jones’ Corregidora” (“The Legacy of Slavery,” 26). Like Morrison, Davis was an early 
promoter of Jones’s work.

3. Violent Insurgency, or “Power to the Ice Pick”

	 1	 See Toni Morrison, foreword to Beloved (New York: Vintage, 2004), xvii; hereafter 
cited parenthetically. Beloved was first published in 1987, the year after the Baby M 
case became a national sensation.

	 2	 See Jennifer Nelson, Women of Color and the Reproductive Rights Movement (New York: 
New York University Press, 2003); Deborah R. Grayson, “ ‘Necessity Was the Mid-
wife of Our Politics’: Black Women’s Health Activism in the ‘Post’–Civil Rights 
Era (1980–1996),” in Still Lifting, Still Climbing: African American Women’s Contemporary 
Activism, ed. Kimberly Springer (New York: New York University Press, 1999), 
131–48; Byllye  Y. Avery, “Breathing Life into Ourselves: The Evolution of the 
National Black Women’s Health Project,” in The Black Women’s Health Book: Speaking 
for Ourselves, ed. Evelyn C. White (Seattle: Seal Press, 1990), 4–10; Angela Y. Davis, 
“Sick and Tired of Being Sick and Tired: The Politics of Black Women’s Health,” in 
White, The Black Women’s Health Book, 18–26; African American Women Are for Re-
productive Freedom, “We Remember,” in Springer, Still Lifting, 38–41; Wahneema 
Lubiano, “Black Ladies, Welfare Queens, and State Minstrels: Ideological War by 
Narrative Means,” in Race-ing Justice, En-gendering Power: Essays on Anita Hill, Clarence 
Thomas, and the Construction of Social Reality, ed. Toni Morrison (New York: Pan-
theon, 1992), 323–63.

	 3	 Toni Morrison, “The Site of Memory,” in Out There: Marginalization and Contemporary 
Cultures, ed. Russell Ferguson (Cambridge, MA: mit Press, 1990), 302; hereafter 
cited parenthetically.
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	4	 Barbara Christian notes that “Morrison has said that she did not inquire further 
into Garner’s life other than to note the event for which this slave woman be-
came famous.” She further observes that Morrison frequently stated her interest 
in writing about events “too horrible” or “too dangerous . . . ​to recall” by slave 
narrators. “Beloved, She’s Ours,” Narrative 5.1 (1997): 39, 40.

	 5	 Christian writes, “Morrison allows her character to be ‘freed’ so that she must 
confront her own act” (“Beloved, She’s Ours,” 41).

	6	 Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1993), 63–69, quotes 63 and 66. Gilroy concludes of his 
observations about Garner, “It is impossible to explore these important matters 
here” (68).

	 7	 In “Love and Violence/Maternity and Death: Black Feminism and the Politics of 
Reading (Un)representability,” Black Women, Gender and Families 1.1 (2007): 94–124, 
Sara Clarke Kaplan argues that to retrieve women’s violent agency, we must treat 
infanticide as a form of radical resistance that has a long tradition among female 
slaves who were engaged in undoing the philosophical foundations of slavery 
and the liberal humanist project more generally. Also see Carole Boyce Davies, 
“Mobility, Embodiment and Resistance: Black Women’s Writings in the US,” in 
Black Women, Writing, and Identity: Migrations of the Subject (New York: Routledge, 
1994), 130–51; Amanda Putnam, “Mothering Violence: Ferocious Female Resistance 
in Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye, Sula, Beloved, and A Mercy,” Black Women, Gender 
and Families 5.2 (2011): 25–43.

	 8	 Clarke Kaplan takes up Beloved to expose the difficulty that historical scholarship 
on slavery has had in grappling with enslaved women as instigators of “counter-
hegemonic fatal violence” (“Love and Violence,” 101). Employing Orlando Patter-
son’s conceptual terminology, she argues that Sethe’s “choice of death is . . . ​an 
embodied political refusal to live under the conditions of . . . ​‘Social Death,’ the 
status of social nonentity produced and maintained by the material and discur-
sive structures of slavery” (99).

	 9	 Valerie Smith argues thus in Toni Morrison: Writing the Moral Imagination (Chiches-
ter, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 61–63. Smith identifies James Berger and Dennis 
Childs as critics who explore how Beloved operates within the discursive contexts 
of the 1980s and thus in relation to President Ronald Reagan’s denials of systemic 
racism and black incarceration. I add to this list Kathryn Stockton’s work on Be-
loved and aids and Darieck Scott’s work on Beloved and black queer studies. James 
Berger, “Ghosts of Liberalisms: Morrison’s Beloved and the Moynihan Report,” 
pmla 111.3 (1996): 408–20; Dennis Childs, “ ‘You Ain’t Seen Nothin’ Yet’: Beloved, 
the American Chain Gang, and the Middle Passage Remix,” American Quarterly 61.2 
(2009): 271–97; Kathryn Bond Stockton, “Prophylactics and Brains: Beloved in the 
Cybernetic Age of aids,” Studies in the Novel 28.3 (1996): 435–65; Darieck Scott, 
Extravagant Abjection: Blackness, Power, and Sexuality in the African American Literary 
Imagination (New York: New York University Press, 2010), especially 1–32.
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	10	 Mae G. Henderson, “Toni Morrison’s Beloved: Re-membering the Body as Histori-
cal Text,” in Comparative American Identities: Race, Sex, and Nationality in the Modern 
Text, ed. Hortense J. Spillers (New York: Routledge, 1991), 82. Henderson points 
out that “Sethe” recalls the Old Testament figure Seth, the prophetic soothsayer, 
and that Morrison offers Sethe’s actions as prophesy (78).

	11	 While originally intended as a group escape (like Garner’s), Morrison highlights 
Sethe’s individual agency when she escapes Sweet Home alone.

	12	 W. E. B. Du Bois, “Of the Passing of the First Born,” in The Souls of Black Folk (1903), 
ed. John Edgar Wideman (New York: Vintage, 1990), 155. The theme of maternal 
sacrifice of the slave child as merciful is reworked in A Mercy, which can thus be 
read as a rejoinder to Beloved.

	13	 Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-
Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 108.

	14	 Dean Franco argues (employing Spillers) that Sethe stakes a property claim when 
she murders Beloved, effectively turning the “discourse [of property] against itself, 
from the inside out.” “What We Talk about When We Talk about Beloved,” Modern 
Fiction Studies 52.2 (2006): 423.

	15	 Hortense Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book,” 
Diacritics 17.2 (1987): 79.

	16	 The Nephew, who is wedded to Manichaean oppositions and racial science’s 
pseudo-rationality, remains flummoxed. As he tellingly repeats, each time evinc-
ing the distortion that characterizes his (il)logic, “What she go and do that for?” 
(Beloved, 177).

	17	 Linda Krumholz asserts that Baby Suggs “represents an epistemological and dis-
cursive philosophy” that shapes Morrison’s work. “The Ghosts of Slavery: His-
torical Recovery in Toni Morrison’s Beloved,” African American Review 26.3 (1992): 
quote 398. I would add that it is because Baby Suggs never judges Sethe that Sethe 
longs for her as she rememories her mother.

	18	 Morrison produces an image of insurgent rationality by preserving the image of 
Garner’s decisiveness in Sethe’s. In contrast to media portraits of Mary Beth White-
head and Anna Johnson as pathologically confused, Morrison refuses to represent 
women forced to surrogate as unduly emotional, unscrupulous, or in any way unfit 
for motherhood. McDaniels-Wilson suggests that one manifestation of posttrau-
matic stress in incarcerated women who have been victims of racialized sexual vio
lence—women whom she treats in her clinical practice and whom she compares 
to Garner—is “dissemblance” (as opposed to “dissociation”), “a façade of calm as 
a way of coping . . . ​and resisting stigmatization.” See Cathy McDaniels-Wilson, 
“The Psychological Aftereffects of Racialized Sexual Violence,” in Gendered Resistance: 
Women, Slavery, and the Legacy of Margaret Garner, ed. Mary E. Frederickson and Delo-
res M. Walters (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2013), 201.

	19	 Stuart Hall et al., Policing the Crisis: Mugging, the State, and Law and Order (London: 
Macmillan, 1978), 181–217.
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	20	 For instance, see Krumholz, “The Ghosts of Slavery,” 395: “History-making 
becomes a healing process for characters, the reader, and the author.” Krum-
holz also suggests that Morrison constructs a parallel such that Sethe’s psycho-
logical recovery is tantamount to historical and national recovery. This idea has 
been further developed by trauma studies scholars. See Naomi Morgenstern, 
“Mother’s Milk and Sister’s Blood: Trauma and the Neoslave Narrative,” Differences 
8.2 (1996): 101–26; Jean Wyatt, “Giving Body to the Word: The Maternal Symbolic 
in Toni Morrison’s Beloved,” pmla 108.3 (1993): 474–88, and “Identification with 
the Trauma of Others: Slavery, Collective Trauma, and the Difficulties of Repre
sentation in Toni Morrison’s Beloved,” in Risking Difference: Identification, Race, and 
Community in Contemporary Fiction and Feminism (New York: State University of New 
York Press, 2004), 66–84. Avery  F. Gordon offers a robust refutation of what I 
shorthand “the healing argument”: “Not Only the Footprints but the Water Too 
and What Is Down There,” in Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagina-
tion (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 137–92. For additional 
critique of the trauma studies approach to the novel, see Franco, “What We Talk 
about When We Talk about Beloved.”

	21	 Kathi Weeks, The Problem with Work: Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics and Postwork 
Imaginaries (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 96–101, 113–37. I am indebted 
to an anonymous reader of my manuscript for noting the relevance to my argu-
ment of Silvia Federici’s and Leopoldina Fortunati’s ideas. Feminist autonomists 
view women calling for recognition of their reproductive labor as capitalism’s tru-
est antagonists. As Weeks observes, although the “wages for housework” move-
ment to which Federici and Fortunati were dedicated has been too readily dis-
credited, it contains political insights useful in crafting a robust feminist politics 
that disavows normative work discourse and effete ideas of equality (as opposed 
to substantive freedom). The refusal of housework and the demand for wages 
for the reproductive labor unacknowledged as labor by other Marxists is perfor-
mative and demands both self-valorization and the radical invention of power. I 
take this chapter’s epigraph from Federici’s interview with Matthew Carlin. Sil-
via Federici, “The Exploitation of Women, Social Reproduction, and the Strug
gle against Global Capitalism,” interview by Matthew Carlin, Theory & Event 17.3 
(2014), http://muse​.jhu​.edu​/article​/553382. Also see Federici, Revolution at Point 
Zero: Housework, Reproduction, and Feminist Struggle (New York: Autonomedia, 2012); 
Leopoldina Fortunati, The Arcane of Reproduction: Housework, Prostitution, Labor and 
Capital (1981; New York: Autonomedia, 1995).

Autonomists share some of the concerns voiced by subaltern studies scholars 
who examine insurgency and refusal from below, and who have prodded his
torians to recognize politics whose forms of materialization and mobilization 
differ from and are relatively independent of elite modes of organization and 
politics and may have distinct aims. This is not surprising given the indebt
edness of both autonomist theory and subaltern studies to Antonio Gramsci. 
For instance, in Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference 
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(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), Dipesh Chakrabarty influentially 
discusses how heterogeneous political forms of subaltern resistance elude avail-
able or hegemonic tools and methods and calls for attentiveness to “History 2,” 
the history that he associates with the subaltern. History 2 interrupts the uni-
versalizing thrust of History 1 (the history associated with capitalist hegemony) 
and reveals the bearer of labor power as a human being living a life that is filled 
with meaning beyond the capacity to (re)produce value for capitalism.

	22	 Weeks, The Problem with Work, 26.
	23	 Rachel Lee notes that Sethe’s rememory of Nan’s words is prefaced by Sethe’s 

observation that Nan spoke in a language that she no longer understands. For 
this reason, Lee suggests that Nan’s meaning is as much fabricated by Sethe as 
spoken by Nan. This suggestion strengthens my claim that Sethe constructs rather 
than finds in Nan’s words a connection to her mother. See Rachel C. Lee, “Miss-
ing Peace in Toni Morrison’s Sula and Beloved,” in Understanding Toni Morrison’s Be-
loved and Sula: Selected Essays and Criticisms of the Works by the Nobel Prize–Winning 
Author, ed. Solomon Ogbede Iyasẹre and Marla W. Iyasẹre (Troy, NY: Whitston, 
2000), 277–96.

	24	 Christian, “Beloved, She’s Ours,” 42.
	25	 This is another way in which Morrison revises the Garner story. As others suggest, 

the pale faces of Garner’s children intimate that they are her master’s. Morrison 
differentiates Sethe from Garner by refusing to question Halle’s paternity. See 
Mark Reinhardt, Who Speaks for Margaret Garner? The True Story That Inspired Toni Mor-
rison’s Beloved (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), 40–41; Steven 
Weisenburger, Modern Medea: A Family Story of Slavery and Child-Murder from the Old 
South (New York: Hill and Wang, 1998), 48.

	26	 Williams writes that structures of feeling are akin to “undeniable experiences of 
the present,” but that the difficulty of the term experience (and thus his preference 
for feeling) is that experience implies the past tense while feeling conveys the im-
mediacy and indeterminacy of the formation in question. Raymond Williams, 
Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 128–35.

	27	 It is possible to read Beloved as a response to Gayl Jones’s Corregidora, a novel that 
Morrison edited as she worked on The Black Book. In an interview with Robert 
Stepto, Morrison claims that Jones’s stories are without joy or pleasure. By con-
trast, in Beloved she sought to express both amid exploitation and violence. See 
Morrison, “Intimate Things in Place: A Conversation with Toni Morrison,” interview 
by Robert B. Stepto, Massachusetts Review 18.3 (1977): 485. Thanks to Habiba Ibra-
him for directing me to this interview.

	28	 This neologism is akin to rememory in its combination and reappropriation of 
common components to say something new. Disremember expresses neither fail-
ure to remember nor mistaken recollection. Rather it connotes refusal to share 
memory.

	29	 When Ella first meets Sethe and her newborn on the banks of the Ohio River she 
admonishes Sethe, upon seeing Denver’s face “poke out of the wool blanket,” 
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that Sethe should not “love anything” (108), a sentiment that foreshadows her 
identification with Sethe.

	30	 Psychoanalytically oriented criticism has the unfortunate if unintentional effect 
of casting Sethe’s relationship with her children as pathological. As a mother, 
critics argue, she must learn that her progeny are separate (rather than a “part” 
of herself ). As a consequence, psychoanalytic readings of the novel inadvertently 
duplicate some aspects of Moynihan’s pathologization of the black family.

	31	 It is also argued, if less often, that the alliance between Sethe and Amy Denver 
constitutes an optimistic form of interracial solidarity that signals the possibil-
ity for alliance (if not community) between white and black women. Krumholz 
explains, “The similarity between the two women’s situations supercedes their 
mutual, racially based mistrust” (“The Ghosts of Slavery,” 399).

	32	 Gordon predicates her reading on “The Story of a Hat,” the actual hat belonging 
to the abolitionist Levi Coffin, and on recognition of the many hats that catalyze 
Sethe’s response: Coffin’s, School Teacher’s, and Bodwin’s. Gordon, “Not Only 
the Footprints,” especially 143–64.

	33	 As has been argued, the scene reveals liberalism’s inability to eviscerate the prop-
erty system that sustained slavery and made it possible to commodify human be-
ings in the first place (Berger, “Ghosts of Liberalism,” 416; Gordon, “Not Only the 
Footprints”). Berger believes “Bodwin shares with twentieth-century liberals the 
features that led the civil rights moments of the late 1960s to reject the Moynihan 
Report and the tradition of Frazier and Myrdal” (417). For Gordon, Sethe’s attack 
on Bodwin materializes a critique of the abolitionist project and of liberal modes 
of redress in general.

	34	 This reading of the complicity of liberalism and slavery resonates with Lisa Lowe’s 
account in The Intimacies of Four Continents (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015) 
of how liberalism manifests the persistence of the property relation forged in the 
crucible of slavery, colonialism, and imperialism. As Lowe explains, because lib-
eralism is wedded to the property relation, we continue to grapple with a shabby 
notion of freedom, or what Stephanie Smallwood labels “commodified freedom.” 
“Commodified Freedom: Interrogating the Limits of Anti-Slavery Ideology in 
the Early Republic,” Journal of the Early Republic 24.2 (2004): 289–98.

	35	 Given Morrison’s involvement with Davis as an editor of her work we can specu-
late that Morrison read Davis’s essay on Little and was aware of her activism on 
Little’s behalf. See Davis, “JoAnne Little: The Dialectics of Rape,” Ms. Magazine, June 
1975, 74–77, 106–8, reprinted in The Angela Y. Davis Reader, ed. Joy James (Malden, MA: 
Blackwell, 1998), 141–60. On Morrison’s editorial work see Cheryl A. Wall, “Toni 
Morrison, Editor and Teacher,” in The Cambridge Companion to Toni Morrison, ed. 
Justine Tally (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 142–43.

	36	 Danielle L. McGuire offers a comprehensive account of the Little case and of the 
organizing against sexual abuse and rape that grew out of it. See At the Dark End of 
the Street: Black Women, Rape, and Resistance—A New History of the Civil Rights Movement 
from Rosa Parks to the Rise of Black Power (New York: Knopf, 2010), 202–28. In “Les-
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sons in Self-Defense: Gender Violence, Racial Criminalization, and Anticarceral 
Feminism,” Women’s Studies Quarterly 43.3–4 (2015): 52–71, and chapter 2 in All Our 
Trials: Prisons, Policing, and the Feminist Fight to End Violence (Chicago: University of 
Illinois Press, 2019), Emily Thuma examines the response to the case and its role 
in the formation of multiracial alliances that drew attention to the problem of 
racialized incarceration as an answer to sexual violence. I am indebted to Thuma 
for sharing her ongoing work on the case, and for alerting me to the political 
slogan that Little’s supporters emblazoned on a T-shirt Thuma found preserved 
in an archival box at the Sophia Smith Collection at Smith College (see fig. 3.1). 
In “ ‘I’m Gonna Get You’: Black Womanhood and Jim Crow Justice in the Post–Civil 
Rights South,” in U.S. Women’s History: Untangling the Threads of Sisterhood, ed. Leslie 
Brown, Jacqueline Castledine, and Anne Valk (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Uni-
versity Press, 2017), 98–123, Christina Greene explores the excessive sentencing to 
which Little was subject (fourteen to twenty years in a five-by-seven-foot cell for 
a nonviolent property offense) and the danger of allowing triumphalist accounts 
of the case’s outcome to direct our attention away from examination of the Little 
case as a representative story about widespread abuse in policing, sentencing, 
and imprisonment of black women.

	37	 Davis, “JoAnne Little: The Dialectics of Rape,” 74–77, 106–8; 149–60  in the re-
print. All further citations are to the reprint and will be made parenthetically. 
A range of national groups rallied around Little, including the Women’s Legal 
Defense Fund, the Feminist Alliance against Rape, the Rape Crisis Center, the 
National Black Feminist Organization, and the National Organization for Women. 
See McGuire, At the Dark End of the Street, 214.

	38	 In “ ‘Joanne Is You and Joanne Is Me’: A Consideration of African American 
Women and the ‘Free Joan Little’ Movement, 1974–75,” in Sisters in the Struggle: 
African American Women in the Civil Rights–Black Power Movement, ed. Bettye Collier-
Thomas and V. P. Franklin (New York: New York University Press, 2001), 259–79, 
Genna Rae McNeil offers an analysis of the Little case that is based on interviews 
with several of the figures in the Free Joan Little campaign, including Davis. Mc-
Neil observes that Davis committed to the campaign “because of her sense of 
gratitude to those who had championed her cause as a political prisoner only 
a few years before” (268–69), and because she saw activism on behalf of Little 
as an opportunity to connect her antiracist work to her feminism in a manner 
that was distinct from the direction then being pursued by the white middle-class 
women’s movement.

	39	 For discussion of Johnson Reagon’s involvement in the Free Joan Little campaign, 
see McNeil, “ ‘Joanne Is You and Joanne Is Me,’ ” 270–71.

	40	 Most critics analyze the final page in Beloved and Morrison’s repeated and mul-
tivalent declaration that “this is not a story to pass on.” Here I weigh in on the 
meaning of “pass on” by affirming those readings that regard the declaration as 
prescriptive rather than descriptive: this is not a story to pass on in that it is not a 
story that we can refuse to tell and retell to future generations.
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	41	 “ ‘Joanne Is You and Joanne Is Me,’ ” 260–61.
	42	 Toni Morrison, “Author Toni Morrison Discusses Her Latest Novel Beloved,” inter-

view by Gail Caldwell, Boston Globe, October 6, 1987, 67–68, reprinted in Conversa-
tions with Toni Morrison, ed. Danielle Kathleen Taylor-Guthrie (Jackson: University 
of Mississippi Press, 1994), 239–45.

4. The Problem of Reproductive Freedom in Neoliberalism

	 1	 Dorothy E. Roberts, “Race, Gender, and Genetic Technologies: A New Reproduc-
tive Dystopia,” Signs 34.4 (2009): 783–84.

	 2	 Roberts, “Race, Gender, and Genetic Technologies,” 784–85.
	 3	 Roberts, “Race, Gender, and Genetic Technologies,” 791. Roberts recognizes that 

in the new dystopia “the biological definition of race is stronger than ever,” but 
she argues that in the supposedly postracial context of neoliberalism, class rather 
than race structures consumption of reprogenetics, leaving “the masses” to “suf-
fer most” (799–800). Also see Dorothy E. Roberts, “Privatization and Punishment 
in the New Age of Reprogenetics,” Emory Law Journal 54.3 (2005): 1343–60, and her 
update of the argument in Fatal Invention: How Science, Politics, and Big Business Re-
create Race in the Twenty-First Century (New York: New Press, 2011).

	4	 Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History” (1940), in Illuminations, 
trans. Harry Zohn, ed. Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken Books, 1968), 253–64; 
hereafter cited parenthetically.

	 5	 In “On Failing to Make the Past Present,” Modern Language Quarterly 73:3 (2012): 
453–74, Stephen Best critiques “melancholic historicism” that roots the unre-
solved loss of the present in the slave past and is thus able to view the past in 
the present only as a wound. To think the past as resource he turns to Benja-
min’s “Theses.” Like Best, I argue that Benjamin’s observations allow historical 
inquiry to animate hope, or, as Best expresses it, “to rouse the dead from their 
sleep” so that our dialogue with them might inflect our understanding of what 
is to be done, not only what has been done (464). Also see Lisa Lowe’s related 
argument in The Intimacies of Four Continents (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2015), 135–75.

	6	 Foucault suggests that biopower began to gain a hold in the late seventeenth 
century, became consistently visible through the emergence of a discourse on 
population in the eighteenth century, and flowered in the form of nineteenth-
century governance. Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: An Intro-
duction (1978), trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage, 1990); Society Must Be 
Defended: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1975–76, trans. David Macey, ed. Mauro 
Bertani and Alessandro Fontana (New York: Picador, 2003); and The Birth of Bio-
politics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978–79, trans. Graham Burchell, ed. Michel 
Senellart (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008).

	 7	 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 135–59. Notably Foucault does not treat slavery as 
a form of biopower.
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	 8	 Madhu Dubey also argues that slavery is defamiliarized through a process of mu-
tation that operates across Butler’s novels. As a consequence it comes to refer to 
a wide range of abusive practices that are no longer “reducible to race . . . ​even 
when race does operate as a central axis of inequality.” Dubey suggests reading 
these mutations as a meditation on the “perplexities surrounding the category of 
race in the post–civil rights decades.” “Octavia Butler’s Novels of Enslavement,” 
Novel 46.3 (2013): 346. Here I suggest reading them as a meditation on the afterlife 
of reproductive slavery in biocapitalism and neoliberalism.

	 9	 On the persistence of racist and geneticized racial projects in supposedly postra-
cial times, see Alys Eve Weinbaum, “Racial Aura: Walter Benjamin and the Work of 
Art in a Biotechnological Age,” Literature and Medicine 26.1 (2007): 207–39; Michael 
Omi, “ ‘Slippin’ into Darkness’: The (Re)Biologization of Race,” Journal of Asian 
American Studies 13.3 (2010): 343–58; Roberts, Fatal Invention.

	10	 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 
4, 121–27; hereafter cited parenthetically.

	11	 I take the concept of articulation from Stuart Hall, who writes, “The object of 
analysis is always the specificity of this ‘structure-superstructure’ complex—
though as a historically concrete articulation.” “Race Articulation, and Societies 
Structured in Dominance,” in Sociological Theories: Race and Colonialism (Paris: 
unesco, 1980), 332.

	12	 Benjamin, “Theses,” 255.
	13	 Saidiya Hartman treats Kindred as feminist theory. As in the previous chapter, I find 

inspiration in Hartman’s call for “critical fabulation” in the face of the historical 
archive’s silences. See “Venus in Two Acts,” Small Axe 12.2 (2008): 12. On Kindred 
see Dubey, “Octavia Butler’s Novels of Enslavement”; Linh U. Hua, “Reproducing 
Time, Reproducing History: Love and Black Feminist Sentimentality in Octavia 
Butler’s Kindred,” African American Review 44.3 (2011): 391–407; Christine Levecq, 
“Power and Repetition: Philosophies of (Literary) History in Octavia E. Butler’s 
Kindred,” Contemporary Literature 41.3 (2000): 525–53; Philip Miletic, “Octavia Butler’s 
Response to Black Arts/Black Power Literature and Rhetoric in Kindred,” African 
American Review 49.3 (2016): 261–275; Angelyn Mitchell, The Freedom to Remember: 
Narrative, Slavery, and Gender in Contemporary Black Women’s Fiction (New Brunswick, 
NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2002), 42–63; Marisa Parham, “Saying ‘Yes’: Textual 
Trauma in Octavia Butler’s Kindred,” Callaloo 32.4 (2009): 1315–31; Ahsraf  H.  A. 
Rushdy, Remembering Generations: Race and Family in Contemporary African American Fic-
tion (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001), 99–127; Sarah Eden 
Schiff, “Recovering (from) the Double: Fiction as Historical Revision in Octavia 
Butler’s Kindred,” Arizona Quarterly 65.1 (2009): 107–36; Marc Steinberg, “Inverting 
History in Octavia Butler’s Postmodern Slave Narrative,” African American Review 
38.3 (2004): 467–76; Lisa Yaszek, “ ‘A Grim Fantasy’: Remaking American History 
in Octavia Butler’s Kindred,” Signs 28.4 (2003): 1053–66.

	14	 Stephanie Turner, “ ‘What Actually Is’: The Insistence of Genre in Octavia Butler’s 
Kindred,” femspec 4.2 (2004): 259–80, and Nadine Flagel, “ ‘It’s Almost Like Being 
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There’: Speculative Fiction, Slave Narrative, and the Crisis of Representation in 
Octavia Butler’s Kindred,” Canadian Review of American Studies 42.2 (2012): 217–45, 
argue that Kindred ought to be read as generically hybrid (as what Turner calls “his-
toriographic metafiction”). Both seek to liberate it from the genre straightjacket.

	15	 Dubey makes a similar point in “Octavia Butler’s Novels of Enslavement.”
	16	 Octavia Butler, Kindred (Boston: Beacon, 1979), Wild Seed (New York: Warner, 

1980), and “Bloodchild” (1984) in Bloodchild and Other Stories (New York: Four Walls 
Eight Windows, 1995); hereafter all three are cited parenthetically. As in chapter 1, 
here I follow scholars of biocapitalism who argue for its emergence in the 1970s 
and its synergy with neoliberalism.

	17	 The series includes Patternmaster (New York: Warner, 1976), Mind of My Mind (New 
York: Warner, 1977), and Clay’s Ark (New York: Warner, 1984).

	18	 Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics,” trans. Libby Meintjes, Public Culture 15.1 (2003): 
11–40.

	19	 Jared Sexton, “People-of-Color-Blindness: Notes on the Afterlife of Slavery,” 
Social Text 28.2 (2010): 31–56. Ladelle McWhorter, “Sex, Race and Biopower: A 
Foucauldian Genealogy,” Hypatia 19.3 (2004): 39–62, critiques extension of the 
analysis of biopower to slavery.

	20	 Sarah Wood, “Subversion through Inclusion: Octavia Butler’s Interrogation of 
Religion in Xenogenesis and Wild Seed,” femspec 6.1 (2005): 93; Ingrid Thaler, Black 
Atlantic Speculative Fictions: Octavia Butler, Jewelle Gomez, and Nalo Hopkinson (New 
York: Routledge, 2010), 19–43. Wood suggests that Anyanwu is based on Atag-
busi, an Onitsha Igbo healer and shapeshifter.

	21	 Grace Kyungwon Hong, Death beyond Disavowal: The Impossible Politics of Difference 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), 15, 63–64.

	22	 See Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1982), 1–14.

	23	 Dubey argues that Butler critiques the alignment of black women with nature and 
animality through depiction of Anyanwu’s capacity to become animal. In the pro
cess, Butler impugns scientific rationality for its predatory exploitation of black 
women’s bodies. “Becoming Animal in Black Women’s Science Fiction,” in Afro-
Future Females: Black Writers Chart Science Fiction’s Newest New-Wave Trajectory, ed. Mar-
leen S. Barr (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2008), 31–51.

	24	 Lauren J. Lacey, “Octavia E. Butler on Coping with Power in Parable of the Sower, 
Parable of the Talents, and Fledgling,” Critique 49.4 (2008): 383.

	25	 Thomas is enslaved by Doro because his mind-reading abilities represent a ge
netic resource. They also make it impossible for Thomas to exist in proximity to 
other human beings, though not Doro, whose mind Thomas cannot open and 
destroy.

	26	 As Anyanwu explains, these kindred feel “more comfortable” masquerading as 
slaves on her plantation “than they had ever [felt] . . . ​elsewhere” (235).

	27	 Butler challenges the idea of Canaanites found in the Old Testament. These are 
not cursed children of Ham; they are blessed. See Thaler, Black Atlantic Speculative 
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Fictions, 29–34. Prior struggles temper Doro’s initial impulse to destroy Anyan-
wu’s Canaan. In implicit recognition of Anyanwu’s capacity for resistance, Doro 
wages a war of position, rechanneling his desire to kill into temporary alliance. 
Although a lull results, war is reignited when the toxic progeny Doro sets upon 
Canaan destroy its exceptional residents.

	28	 It is worth observing the partial anagram embedded in the protagonist’s and 
antagonist’s names—Anyanwu, “a new way,” and Doro, “door” or portal—and 
speculating about the narrative irresolution these names portend.

	29	 Darko Suvin, Metamorphoses of Science Fiction: On the Poetics and History of a Literary 
Genre (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979), 3–15. Here I extend the discussion 
of science fiction to sf.

	30	 Fredric Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science 
Fictions (New York: Verso, 2005), and “Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture,” 
Social Text 1.1 (1979): 130–48; Carl Freedman, Critical Theory and Science Fiction (Han
over, NH: Wesleyan University Press, 2000); Tom Moylan, Scraps of the Untainted 
Sky: Science Fiction, Utopia, Dystopia (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2000).

	31	 See Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics; Melinda Cooper, Life as Surplus: Biotechnology and 
Capitalism in the Neoliberal Era (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2008).

	32	 In this sense Dana refuses to raise the question that Audre Lorde first posed: “In 
what way do I contribute to the subjugation of any part of those who I call my people?” 
Grace Kyungwon Hong suggests that in raising this question Lorde advances a 
politics of difference that “pushes past the limits of the political as it is conven-
tionally defined.” Such a politics “holds in suspension the conflicting goals of 
the preservation or protection of the political subject and the recognition of the 
others at whose expense that subject is protected” (Death and Disavowal, 15).

	33	 There are two exceptions: Dubey, “Octavia Butler’s Novels of Enslavement,” and 
Hua, “Reproducing Time, Reproducing History.” Both explore Dana’s complicity 
in perpetuation of Alice’s enslavement. In Hua’s reading, as in the one I offer here, 
Dana’s inability to imagine that the call to travel back in time emanates from Alice 
(as opposed to Rufus) is of paramount importance and represents a failure of po
litical imagination that is repeated rather than corrected in the criticism on the 
novel.

	34	 Instructively, this scene lies at the center of the novel and thus in the same struc-
tural position as the scene in which Doro brings Anyanwu to Thomas. In both 
novels, sexual exploitation targeted at reproductive engineering constitutes the 
pivot around which the plot turns. Hua argues, as I do here, that Dana and Alice 
ought to be read as antagonists. See Hua, “Reproducing Time, Reproducing 
History.”

	35	 In readings focused on the master-slave relationship, Rufus and Dana’s white hus-
band are frequently paired and the modern interracial relationships read as mired in 
slavery. See, for example, Carlyle Van Thompson, “Moving Past the Present: Racial-
ized Sexual Violence and Miscegenous Consumption in Octavia Butler’s Kindred,” in 
Eating the Black Body: Miscegenation as Sexual Consumption in African American Literature and 
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Culture (New York: Peter Lang, 2006), 107–44; Diana R. Paulin, “De-Essentializing 
Interracial Representations: Black and White Border-Crossings in Spike Lee’s Jungle 
Fever and Octavia Butler’s Kindred,” Cultural Critique 36 (1997): 165–93.

	36	 On the uncritical embrace of forms of futurity moored in heterosexual reproduc-
tion see Lee Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2004), 1–32; Gillian Harkins, Everybody’s Family Romance: Reading In-
cest in Neoliberal America (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009); Chan-
dan Reddy, Freedom with Violence: Race, Sexuality, and the US State (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2011).

	37	 On choice and agency in neoliberalism, see Jane Elliott, “Suffering Agency: 
Imagining Neoliberal Personhood in North America and Britain,” Social Text 31.2 
(2013): 83–101; Nikolas S. Rose, Powers of Freedom: Reframing Political Thought (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1999).

	38	 See Rushdy, Remembering Generations, 107–8; and Lawrie Balfour, “Vexed Geneal-
ogy: Octavia Butler and Political Memories of Slavery,” in Democracy’s Literature: 
Politics and Fiction in America, ed. Patrick Deneen and Joseph Romance (Lanham, 
MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2005), 178–79.

	39	 For discussion of autonomists’ ideas of freedom, see Kathi Weeks, The Problem 
with Work: Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics, and Postwork Imaginaries (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2011), especially 22.

	40	 See Delores Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993), hereafter cited parenthetically; Renita  J. 
Weems, Just a Sister Away: A Womanist Vision of Women’s Relationships in the Bible (San 
Diego: LuraMedia, 1988), 1–24; Wilma Ann Bailey, “Black and Jewish Women 
Consider Hagar,” Encounter 63.1–2 (2002): 37–44; Phyllis Trible and Letty  M. 
Russel, eds., Hagar, Sarah, and Their Children: Jewish, Christian, and Muslim Perspec-
tives (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2006). The list of Hagar’s trials is 
Williams’s in Sisters in the Wilderness, 4.

	41	 Numerous writers before and after Butler have invoked Hagar as a heroine. See, 
for instance, Pauline Hopkins, Hagar’s Daughter: A Story of Southern Caste Prejudice 
(1902), in The Magazine Novels of Pauline Hopkins (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1988), 1–284; Mary Johnston, Hagar (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1913); Mar-
garet Laurence, The Stone Angel (New York: Knopf, 1964); Charlotte Gordon, The 
Woman Who Named God: Abraham’s Dilemma and the Birth of Three Faiths (New York: 
Little, Brown, 2009).

	42	 Much criticism on “Bloodchild” finds redemption in its story of interspecies 
relations, or what some regard as collaborations. See, for instance, Kristin Lill-
vis, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Slavery? The Problem and Promise of Mothering in 
Octavia  E. Butler’s ‘Bloodchild,’ ” melus 39.4 (2014): 7–22; John Carlo Pasco, 
Camille Anderson, and Sayatani DasGupta, “Visionary Medicine: Speculative 
Fiction, Racial Justice and Octavia Butler’s ‘Bloodchild,’ ” Science Fiction and Medical 
Humanities 42 (2016): 246–251; Stephanie  A. Smith, “Octavia Butler: A Retro-
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spective,” Feminist Studies 33.2 (2007): 385–92; Amanda Thibodeau, “Alien Bod-
ies and a Queer Future: Sexual Revision in Octavia Butler’s ‘Bloodchild’ and 
James Tiptree, Jr.’s ‘With Delicate Mad Hands,’ ” Science Fiction Studies 39.2 (2012): 
262–82. Less often scholars interpret the text as a critical meditation on capital-
ism, the exploitation of labor, and the treatment of the human body in property 
law. See Eva Cherniavsky, Incorporations: Race, Nation, and the Body Politics of Capital 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006), 41–47; Karla F. C. Hollo-
way, Private Bodies, Public Texts: Race, Gender, and a Cultural Bioethics (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2011), 32–36.

	43	 For a redemptive reading of Butler’s aliens as “queer” beings see Thibodeau, 
“Alien Bodies and a Queer Future.” By contrast, I read Tlic queerness as readily 
incorporated into Tlic hegemony.

	44	 As Louis Althusser observes, ideology is “not the system of the real relations 
which govern the existence of individuals, but the imaginary relation of those in-
dividuals to the real relations in which they live.” “Ideology and Ideological State 
Apparatuses (Notes towards an Investigation),” in Lenin and Philosophy and Other 
Essays, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly Review, 1971), 165. Althusser also 
argues that “ideology has no history” (159), an ideological proposition about ide-
ology that accounts for the erasure of the history of slavery by the Tlic and the 
humans living among them.

	45	 On the use of love in defining and legitimizing political actors of various stripes 
see Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion (New York: Routledge, 2004), 
122–41.

	46	 Douglass observes that in the moment in which he elected to move into direct 
battle with Mr.  Covey he found both his sense of freedom and his manhood 
rekindled and revived. Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an African Slave (1845), 
in The Classic Slave Narratives, ed. Henry Louis Gates Jr. (New York: Signet Classics, 
2002), 394.

	47	 Here I again take inspiration from Benjamin: “To articulate the past historically 
does not mean to recognize it ‘the way it really was.’ . . . ​It means to seize hold of 
a memory as it flashes up at a moment of danger” (“Theses,” 255).

5. A Slave Narrative for Postracial Times

	 1	 These include the Booker, Arthur  C. Clarke, and National Book Critics Circle 
awards. Never Let Me Go was named best novel of 2005 by Time magazine and 
adapted for film by Mark Romanek in 2010. Kazuo Ishiguro, Never Let Me Go (New 
York: Vintage, 2005), hereafter cited parenthetically; Mark Romanek, director, 
Never Let Me Go, dvd (Century City, CA: Fox Searchlight Pictures, 2010); Michael 
Bay, director, The Island, dvd (Universal City, CA: DreamWorks Pictures, 2005).

	 2	 These events are routinely invoked to mark the emergence of popular concern 
with and intensified media attention to cloning. Dolly was cloned in 1996 and 
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her birth announced in 1997. Her birth is widely thought to herald human clon-
ing. In Clones and Clones: Facts and Fantasies about Human Cloning (New York: Norton, 
1998), 11, Martha C. Nussbaum and Cass R. Sunstein explain, “The arrival of Dolly 
made it clear that human beings would soon have to face the possibility of human 
cloning—and it has been this idea . . . ​that has caused public anxiety. To many, 
if not most of us, cloning represents a possible turning point in the history of hu-
manity.” Prime Minister Tony Blair and President Bill Clinton lauded the comple-
tion of the map of the human genome as a monumental accomplishment in 2000. 
The article announcing cloning of thirty human embryos was quickly followed 
by an article on the creation of eleven stem cell lines from adult human skin cells. 
A report disclaiming both accomplishments as fraudulent was published in 2006, 
at which time legal actions were taken against Hwang Woo-Suk, the leader of 
the Seoul University team responsible. Although less well publicized, cloning for 
purposes of research was legalized in the United States in 2002. See Joan Haran 
et al., eds., Human Cloning in the Media: From Science Fiction to Science Practice (New 
York: Routledge, 2008), 13–43, 67–92; Sarah Franklin, Dolly Mixtures: The Remaking 
of Genealogy (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007); Gina Kolata, Clone: The Road 
to Dolly and the Path Ahead (New York: William Morrow, 1998).

	 3	 In Never Let Me Go individuals from whom clones are derived are known as 
“originals” or “normals.” In The Island they are called “sponsors,” and clones are 
referred to as “life insurance policies,” falsely represented to “sponsors” as un-
conscious, vegetative beings or “agnates.”

	4	 On rupture of distinctions between natural and technological reproduction see 
Sarah Franklin, Biological Relatives: ivf, Stem Cells, and the Future of Kinship (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2013), and “Life Itself: Global Nature and the Genetic 
Imaginary,” in Global Nature, Global Culture, ed. Sarah Franklin, Celia Lury, and 
Jackie Stacey (London: Sage, 2000), 188–227. On organ scarcity see Lawrence 
Cohen, “The Other Kidney: Biopolitics beyond Recognition,” Body & Society 7.2–3 
(2001): 9–29; Nancy Scheper-Hughes, “Commodity Fetishism in Organs Traffick-
ing,” Body & Society 7.2–3 (2001): 31–62, and “Rotten Trade: Millennial Capitalism, 
Human Values and Global Justice in Organs Trafficking,” Journal of Human Rights 
2.2 (2003): 197–226.

	 5	 The Island can be regarded as representative of a range of popular depictions of 
cloning, including Boys from Brazil (based on Ira Levin’s novel), Where Late the Sweet 
Birds Sang, Parts: The Clonus Horror, The 6th Day, Alien Resurrection, Cloud Atlas (based 
on David Mitchell’s novel of the same name), Code 46, Moon, and Orphan Black. For 
discussion see Haran et al., Human Cloning in the Media. See Franklin J. Schaffner, direc-
tor, Boys from Brazil, dvd (Los Angeles: 20th Century Fox, 1978); Levin, Boys from 
Brazil (New York: Random House, 1976); Kate Wilhelm, Where Late the Sweet Birds 
Sang (New York: Harper and Row, 1976); Robert S. Fiveson, director, Parts: The Clo-
nus Horror, dvd (Los Angeles: Group 1 International Distribution Organization, 
1979); Roger Spottiswoode, director, The 6th Day, dvd (Los Angeles: Columbia 
Pictures, 2000); Jean-Pierre Jeunet, director, Alien Resurrection, dvd (Los Angeles: 
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20th  Century Fox, 1997); Lana Wachowski, Tom Tykwer, and Andy Wachowski, 
directors, Cloud Atlas, dvd (Burbank: Warner Bros. Pictures, 2012); David Mitch-
ell, Cloud Atlas (New York: Random House, 2004); Michael Winterbottom, direc-
tor, Code 46, dvd (Beverly Hills: mgm, 2003); Duncan Jones, director, Moon, dvd 
(New York: Sony Pictures Classics, 2009); Graeme Manson and John Fawcett, Or-
phan Black: Season 1–Season 4, dvd (New York: bbc America Home Entertainment, 
2016).

	6	 This reading accords with the overview of popular representations of cloning 
offered by Haran et al., Human Cloning in the Media, 56, 64.

	 7	 In Foucault’s conceptualization of biopolitics death enters the deployment of 
power as state racism. Mbembe deepens Foucault’s point by developing the con-
cept of necropolitics, a form of power in which racism divides the population into 
those whose lives may be sustained and (re)produced by killing others with impu-
nity, and those who are subjected to premature death, effectively creating a state of 
permanent war. See Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics,” trans. Libby Meintjes, Public 
Culture 15.1 (2003): 11–40. Several scholars engage Foucault and Agamben in rela-
tion to Ishiguro’s novel; to my knowledge no other treatment of the novel takes up 
racial slavery. See Shameem Black, “Ishiguro’s Inhuman Aesthetics,” Modern Fiction 
Studies 55.4 (2009): 785–807; Arne De Boever, “Bare Life and the Camps in Kazuo 
Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go,” in Narrative Care: Biopolitics and the Novel (London: Blooms-
bury, 2013), 59–91; Sara Wasson, “ ‘A Butcher’s Shop Where the Meat Still Moved’: 
Gothic Doubles, Organ Harvesting, and Human Cloning,” in Gothic Science Fiction, 
1980–2010, ed. Sara Wasson and Emily Alder (Liverpool, UK: Liverpool University 
Press, 2011), 73–86; Gabriele Griffin, “Science and the Cultural Imaginary: The Case 
of Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go,” Textual Practice 23.4 (2009): 645–63.

	 8	 Notably cloning was made illegal in the UK under the Human Reproductive Clon-
ing Act of 2001. Although there is a national embargo on federal funding for re-
search involving human cloning in the US, there is no legal prohibition. While 
some states ban cloning and gestation of cloned embryos, others allow it. See 
Haran et al., Human Cloning in the Media, 37.

	 9	 Romanek cinematically reinforces the presumptive whiteness of clones by cast-
ing all characters as white. To my knowledge, Rachel Lee offers the only other 
reading focused on the novel’s racial formation. As she explains, “The clones’ 
‘species-being’ is not commensurate with race read off the body’s surface—the 
‘old raciology’ tied to the visual scale of epidermal phenotype.” As in the pres
ent analysis, Lee argues that the clones’ difference is tied to their “manner of 
reproduction” rather than to gross morphology. What she describes as a contin-
uum of “minoritizing patterns” that moves from racial phenotype to biopolitical 
technique, I describe as “the flickering off of blackness.” Whereas Lee’s analysis 
views the clones as akin to Asians, the “model minority” that complies with the 
performance demands made on them, I seek to underscore the historical connec-
tions between visible blackness and racial difference (visible or invisible) and the 
clones’ enslavability. The fact that both readings are made available by the same 
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text suggests the complexity of the overlapping processes of racialization that op-
erate in and through biocapitalism and neoliberalism. See The Exquisite Corpse of 
Asian America: Biopolitics, Biosociality, and Posthuman Ecologies (New York: New York 
University Press, 2014), 59–64, quote 61. I thank Rachel for her feedback on an 
early version of this chapter.

	10	 On reader complicity see Anne Whitehead, “Writing with Care: Kazuo Ishiguro’s 
Never Let Me Go,” Contemporary Literature 52.1 (2011): 54–83.

	11	 Following M. I. Finlay, Sandra Joshel, “Ancient Roman Slavery and American His-
tory” lecture, University of Washington, Seattle, October 23, 2013 (delivered as 
part of the Slavery and Freedom in the Making of America public lecture series), 
distinguishes “societies with slavery” from “slave societies” in the ancient world. In 
the former, slaves are owned as property and work alongside other laborers. In the 
latter, 20 to 30 percent of the population is enslaved and produces the bulk of the 
income. In a slave society, slavery is economic, social, cultural, and ideological. As 
Joshel argues, Romans thought with slaves; they defined themselves, their social re-
lations, and their ideas of freedom in relation to slaves and their ideas about slaves 
and slavery. I follow Joshel in making this distinction and here extend it to the world 
of the novel—which, I argue, is a biocapitalist society with slavery.

	12	 My use of constellation throughout this chapter builds on my reading of Benja-
min’s “Theses” in chapter 4. Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of His-
tory” (1940), in Illuminations, trans. Harry Zohn, ed. Hannah Arendt (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1968), 253–64; hereafter cited parenthetically.

	13	 Rereading inevitably alters the novel’s impact. Each textual encounter is increas-
ingly self-reflexive in that readers know in advance that the narrative obscures the 
truth. Consequently rereading leads to a perception of complicity in banaliza-
tion of violence that is, on first reading, more obscure. On banalization of the 
evisceration of the welfare state in the novel, see Bruce Robbins, “Cruelty Is Bad: 
Banality and Proximity in Never Let Me Go,” Novel 40.3 (2007): 289–302. Also see 
Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (1963; New 
York: Penguin, 1994).

	14	 See Martin Puchner, “When We Were Clones,” Raritan 24.7 (2008): 36; Louis 
Menand, “Something about Kathy,” New Yorker 81.6 (2005): 78–79; Claire Mes-
sud, “Love’s Body,” The Nation, May 16, 2005, 28; Justine Burley, “A Braver, Newer 
World,” Nature 425.7041 (2005): 427; Valerie Sayers, “Spare Parts,” Commonweal 
132.13 (2005): 27; Joseph O’Neill, “Never Let Me Go,” Atlantic Monthly 295.4 
(2005): 123.

	15	 Thanks to Alexandra Deem for feedback on this chapter and to the many under-
graduate students who have taken up this text in my Marxist Theory class and 
shared their responses to it.

	16	 For present purposes, the most important distinction between novel and film 
is that in the latter clones wear identification bracelets that make surveillance 
possible. No such repressive apparatus exists in the novel; the clones simply 
self-govern.
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	17	 De Boever argues that Hailsham is a world “that can only exist on the condition 
that one does not ask too many questions,” an idea that resonates with the pres
ent argument (“Bare Life and the Camps,” 63).

	18	 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, vol. 1 (1867), trans. Ben Fowkes 
(New York: Vintage, 1977); hereafter cited parenthetically.

	19	 In Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2000), 47–71, Dipesh Chakrabarty notes that Marx 
mistranslated (from Greek) and replaced “shoes” with “beds,” a mistake that ren-
ders operations of equivalence still more mysterious. My reading of the passage is 
influenced by Chakrabarty’s.

	20	 Aristotle lived in what Joshel, “Ancient Roman Slavery and American History,” 
calls a society with slavery. A so-called slave society did not come into existence 
until the first century bce, nearly two hundred years after Aristotle lived. See 
note 11.

	21	 Marx writes, “The mode of production of material life conditions the general pro
cess of social, political, and intellectual life. It is not the consciousness of men 
that determines their existence, but their social existence that determines their 
consciousness.” Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1859), in 
Early Writings, trans. Rodney Livingstone and Gregor Benton, ed. Quintin Hoare 
(New York: Vintage, 1974), 425.

	22	 Arguments in favor of the organ trade are made by free-market economists and 
physicians who profit from harvests and transplants. Quote is from Scott Car-
ney, The Red Market: On the Trail of the World’s Organ Brokers, Bone Thieves, Blood Farm-
ers, and Child Traffickers (New York: William Morrow, 2011), 3. Also see Melinda 
Cooper and Catherine Waldby, Clinical Labor: Tissue Donors and Research Subjects in 
the Global Bioeconomy (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014); Donna Dickenson, 
Body Shopping: The Economy Fuelled by Flesh and Blood (Oxford: Oneworld, 2008); 
Catherine Waldby and Robert Mitchell, Tissue Economies: Blood, Organs, and Cell 
Lines in Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006); Lori Andrews and 
Dorothy Nelkin, Body Bazaar: The Market for Human Tissue in the Biotechnology Age 
(New York: Crown, 2001); Stephen Wilkinson, Bodies for Sale: Ethics and Exploi-
tation in the Human Body Trade (New York: Routledge, 2003); Andrew Kimbrell, 
The Human Body Shop: The Engineering and Marketing of Life (San Francisco: Harp-
erCollins, 1994); and Nancy Scheper-Hughes’s pioneering work: “The Tyranny 
of the Gift: Sacrificial Violence in Living Donor Transplants,” American Journal 
of Transplantation 7.3 (2007): 507–11; “Organs Trafficking: The Real, the Unreal 
and the Uncanny,” Annals of Transplantation 11.3 (2006): 16–30; “Parts Unknown: 
Undercover Ethnography of the Organs-Trafficking Underworld,” Ethnography 5.1 
(2004): 29–73; and “Rotten Trade.”

	23	 Marx, Capital, 152.
	24	 Although theorists of racial capitalism previously discussed do not treat biocapi-

talism, formulations advanced by Cedric Robinson and others implicitly suggest 
that biocapitalism, like all iterations of capitalism, ought to be recognized as 
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a form of racial capitalism that necessarily bears a relationship to slavery. See 
Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1983); Barbara Fields, “Ideology and Race 
in American History,” in Region, Race and Reconstruction: Essays in Honor of C. Vann 
Woodward, ed. J. Morgan Kousser and James M. McPherson (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1982), 143–78; Stuart Hall, “Race, Articulation, and Societies Struc-
tured in Dominance,” in Sociological Theories: Race and Colonialism (Paris: unesco, 
1980), 305–45; Walter Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton 
Kingdom (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013); Stephanie Smallwood, 
Saltwater Slavery: A Middle Passage from Africa to American Diaspora (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2007); Moon-Ho Jung, Coolies and Cane: Race, Labor, and 
Sugar in the Age of Emancipation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006); 
Lisa Lowe, The Intimacies of Four Continents (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015); 
Edward Baptist, The Half Has Never Been Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capi-
talism (New York: Basic Books, 2014).

	25	 In this way, the neglect of slavery reduplicates that already noted in scholarship 
on biocapitalism. See chapter 1.

	26	 On contemporary slavery and trafficking, see Kevin Bales, Disposable People: New 
Slavery in the Global Economy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), here-
after cited parenthetically; Alison Brysk and Austin Choi-Fitzpatrick, eds., From 
Human Trafficking to Human Rights: Reframing Contemporary Slavery (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012); Joel Quirk, The Anti-Slavery Project: From 
the Slave Trade to Human Trafficking (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2011); Siddharth Kara, Sex Trafficking: Inside the Business of Modern Slavery (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2009); Christien van den Anker, ed., The Political Economy 
of New Slavery (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004); Denise Brennan, Life Inter-
rupted: Trafficking into Forced Labor in the United States (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2014). Quirk challenges Bales’s division between new and old slavery, and Brennan 
rejects the use of the term altogether. In so doing Brennan joins African activists 
who have argued for restricted use of slavery in the contemporary context.

	27	 Apparently Bales overlooks Caribbean slavery. Ishiguro’s portrait of clones’ ex-
termination through repeated donation necessarily recalls the slaves who were 
worked to death, especially on Caribbean sugar plantations.

	28	 The New un Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Es-
pecially Women and Children is one of two supplements to the un Convention 
against Transnational Organized Crime, adopted in November  2000. It consti-
tutes the first internationally agreed upon definition of trafficking and was ex-
pressly adopted to make international law more successful in combating trans-
national organized crime involving organ theft. The new definition of trafficking 
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Epilogue

	 1	 Aldous Huxley, Brave New World (1932; New York: Harper Perennial, 1946).
	 2	 At the time of writing, two types of cloning, therapeutic and reproductive, are 

possible. In the former, cell lines and pluripotent stem cells are reproduced 
through cloning techniques and multiplied outside of the human body for use in 
various regenerative therapies. In the latter, gestation of cloned embryos inside a 
female body is the only existent means by which a living organism can come into 
the world.

	 3	 This requires qualification: unlike the sterile clones in Ishiguro’s novel, the clones 
in The Island provide wombs, among other organs. In one pivotal scene, a woman 
uses her cloned self to deliver a child; as soon as the child is born, the clone is 
euthanized.
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	 5	 See Slavoj Žižek, “Children of Men Comments,” Children of Men, directed by Alfonso 
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Materiality, and Allegory in Alfonso Cuarón’s Children of Men,” Camera Obscura 24.3 
(2009): 73–109. Chaudhary offers a reading of the background text as a post-9/11 
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“Bio-Reproductive Futurism: Bare Life and the Pregnant Refugee in Alfonso 
Cuarón’s Children of Men,” Social Text 29.3 (2011): 51–72; Sayantani DasGupta, 
“(Re)Conceiving the Surrogate: Maternity, Race, and Reproductive Technologies in 
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249–70. Brown and Trimble root Kee’s reproductive dispossession in slavery; 
DasGupta roots it in colonial violence against “Third World women,” including 
Indian surrogates.

	 7	 As critics who take up the novel in relation to the film point out, the main dis-
tinction between the two is the racialization of the mother of the future. See 
DasGupta, “(Re)Conceiving the Surrogate”; Soo Darcy, “Power, Surveillance and 
Reproductive Technology in P. D. James’ The Children of Men,” in Women’s Utopian 
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the Issue of Representation in 28 Days Later (2003) and Children of Men (2006),” 
in Multi-Ethnic Britain 2000+ : New Perspectives in Literature, Film and the Arts, ed. 
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nature of the narrative: “Happy Futures, Perhaps,” in Queer Times, Queer Becom-
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Politics of Representation in Alfonso Cuarón’s Adaptation of P. D. James’s Children 
of Men,” in Adaptation in Contemporary Culture: Textual Infidelities, ed. Rachel Carroll 
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	12	 See DasGutpa, “(Re)Conceiving the Surrogate”; Latimer, “Bio-Reproductive Fu-
turism”; Korte, “Envisioning a Black Tomorrow?” DasGupta argues that Theo’s 
ex-wife may be likened to Elizabeth Stern, the intending mother in the Baby M 
case. Korte regards Theo as the biblical Joseph and thus as a “surrogate father.”




