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“I Am the First and the Last”: Reconstituting the Historical Time/Space of Slavery in                  

Julie Dash’s Daughters of the Dust 
 

Julie Dash’s film Daughters of the Dust is narrated by an Unborn Child who comes to watch over 
her family as it leaves the Sea Island to join the migration north. Her film is thus set at a moment 
when the intervention of the future is required in the present to heal the wounds of the past—that 
is, the legacy of slavery. The story is located on the liminal space of the Sea Islands—the eastern 
boundary of the United States, the first American land onto which Africans set foot as slaves, and 
the take-off point for movement to a new future in the north. In the film, then, the spirit of Unborn 
Child marks the place where history stresses the boundaries of space and time. Dash uses the 
cinematic apparatus to imagine alternative ways of living space and time—and to imagine ways 
of inhabiting space and time that might actually be livable. 
 
In Daughters of the Dust, the spirit indicts the hegemonic Western understanding of space and 
time. Identified with a different moment, but unwilling to remain relegated to it, the Unborn Child 
unravels the linear flow of time. After all, the ideological justification for U.S. slavery is steeped 
in these ideas of time and space: Africans become candidates for slavery by virtue of the racist 
judgment that they are relegated to the human past (not sufficiently progressed). As a result, they 
are stripped from their space in a brutal relocation to the United States. The Unborn Child 
highlights the problematics of Western notions of time and space. Dash offers a creative and 
particularly cinematic critique of the idea of progress that underpins so much of the violent 
history of the country. 


