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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Reading the (In)visible Race: African-American Subject Representatid Formation in

American Literature

by

Lauren Colleen Hollingsworth

Doctor of Philosophy, Graduate Program in English
University of California, Riverside, March 2010

Dr. Jennifer Doyle, Chairperson

This project began with the intention to examine the connection bettheen
aesthetic and the political in American literature’s constacbf African-American
subjectivity, or the relationship between resistance and representat literary
portrayals of the African-American subject. | was spedlfigaterested in the moments
in American literature where the convergence between aestioetic and political
practice creates a particular crisis in representatiorAfocan-American subjectivity,
many times rendering scholarly discussion of these probleteats dismissive of their
purported politics, or even non-existent. Some of the questionstéaveo grapple with

included how one accounts for texts that have “good politics” in mind wini&en, yet
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still possess racist or “bad political” aspects through the mamnevhich they are
presented, and the manner in which the subject position of the authots afig
perception of the text.

| chose to discuss American fictional texts whose readerscahds have
experienced difficulty reconciling the text’'s aesthetic propemwith the political moves
they seemed to be making in their representation of Africaeffsiein subjectivity.
Through close analysis of Harriet Beecher Stowséisle Tom’s CabinHarriet Jacobs’s
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Giffrances Harper’'s abolitionist and post-Civil War
poetry, and her novébla Leroy, Mark Twain’sPuddn’head WilsonCarl Van Vechten’s
Nigger HeavenZora Neale Hurston’s Thelkyes Were Watching Gpdnd research of
the criticism surrounding these texts, | found that we should nossetly reject the
notion that aesthetic representation always implies a polistaice. However, if
ideology and form are so closely connected, than closely examiniragegtieetics of a
text becomes crucial to understanding its political repercusaiwhghe cultural work it
is performing. Ultimately, | end with a plea that we ackiealge the complexity of
resistance for the African-American subject and expand the imayhich we as readers
and critics tend to define it. It is our continuing exploration ofdheplexity of racial
representation in literature and cultural subject formation/construthat aids us in

understanding and overcoming racism.
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Introduction

This project began as a desire to explore the relationshipebetwesistance and
representation in constructions of the African-American subre&nerican literature.
The more specific goal involves the examination of and emphasis @onm@exity of
the convergence of the aesthetic properties of literatuletigtinherent political gesture
that seems to be involved in representing an African-Americarvidugil within a
literary text. This relationship between aesthetics and politics irrajehas always been
a complicated one. Marxist criticism has discussed theiaestip between art and
ideology in great detail, most notably in the examination of realiBertolt Brecht rails
against the “formalistic nature of realism,” stating that “Gmnast not construct the
concept of formalism in purely aesthetic ternts.For Brecht, literary works in general
cannot be separated from their “social functions.” Thus, alahyeform (even as Brecht
terms it, “works which do not elevate literary form over socaitent and yet do not
correspond to reality) is inherently connected to ideology. Theodor Adorno
complicates Brecht's theory by claiming that “Style, formd a&echnique ... are the
features that distinguish art as knowledge from science ... workst avhich ignored
their own form, would destroy themselves as ardorno further claims that art does
not become knowledge or “social truth” by directly mirroringlitga but instead

“reveal[s] whatever is veiled by the empirical form assurbgdreality, and this is

! Bertolt Brecht, “Against Georg Lukacs&esthetics and Politics: The K&exts of the Classic Debate
within German MarxisnfLondon: Verso, 1977), 71.

2 Brecht,“Against Georg Lukacs&esthetics and Politic¥2. Brecht most notably uses the avant-garde as
an example of a genre which does not overtly “cpoad to reality.”

3 Theodor Adorno, “Reconciliation Under Duresagsthetics and Politicd53.



possible only by virtue of art's own autonomous stafugtius, for Adorno, it is the
inextricable connection between aesthetics and ideology thas$ lem to question the
possibility of an artistic work that achieves a successful paliend, since, as Adorno
points out, artists and political “affinities” are “rooted witlsiociety itself.® Adorno also
points out the particular phenomenon of “bad” politics resulting in “la@dthetics, or as
he terms it, “The political falsehood stains the aesthetic f8rim.bther words, how we
interpret and understand “aesthetic form” can have a direcespmndence with the
manner in which we understand “political truth.”

The convergence between aesthetic form and political practidesearticular
crisis in literary representation of African-American subyety. In  American
Anatomies: Theorizing Race and Gend&obyn Wiegman examines closely the
relationship between visibility and cultural narratives thatosumd race formation in
American culture, stating at the beginning of her first chapfénjle not the only means
for the articulation of racial essence, the visible has a loagtested, and highly
contradictory role as the primary vehicle for making race "ii@athe United States’”
Making the African-American subject “visible” within Americéiterature thus involves
a complex relationship between politics and representation. Inwdnds, how literary

narrative “visualizes” the African-American subject createsusal relationship with the

4 Adorno, “Reconciliation,’Aesthetics and Politic462.
5 Adorno, “Commitment,’Aesthetics and Politic4 84.
6 Adorno, “Commitment,’Aesthetics and Politic4 86.

” Robyn WiegmanAmerican Anatomies: Theorizing Race and Gengzurham and London: Duke
University Press, 1995), 21.



manner in which we understand the “reality” of race within Aoaer cultural narrative.
The representation of an African-American individual within erdity text then, always
seems to involve an inherent political gesture.

Indeed, in all of the American fictional texts | discuss hene, rielationship
between aesthetic form and political persuasion has been comgllmatvirtue of their
popularity and widespread public availability. The visibility of thesds has also had a
profound impact on academic responses to them, most notably when they involve
portrayals of raced subjectivity and identity. Rolitical Fiction and the American Self,
John Whalen-Bridge states, “Few scholars now accept the dogmhasion of politics
and culture, and yet the obsessive linkage of politics and culture iwdctzademy is
better understood as the eclipse of culture by politics than as the rich intemgofgiwvo
areas of human activity’” In other words, according to Whalen-Bridge, especially when
it comes to studies in Minority Discourses, examinations andragfations of the
political implications involved in representation, win out over analysis of texdual. f

At the very least, for many literary critics involved in theodmt spectrum of
American Studies and Minority Discourses, the intersectiowdmst artistic form and
political representation when it comes to discussing race emafit works becomes
complicated and oftentimes problematic. For a feminist schiklarHazel Carby, just
the inclusion (or representation) of post-Reconstruction African-Amewoamen writers
within the canon constructs a profound political gesture that resisial and sexual

oppression. Carby's 1985 woReconstructing Womanhoaekhorts us to view these

8 John Whalen-BridgePolitical Fiction and the American Se(Urbana and Chicago: University of lllinois
Press, 1998), 6.



writers anew. This work is considered groundbreaking, and rightly\$orking within a
cultural studies approach, Saidiya Hartman points to the problemaribatfrom white
subjects “reading” African-American subjects Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery,
and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century Ameritkere, Hartman critiques the notion of
empathy, claiming that since empathy involves self-substitutianother, it inherently
signifies a profound appropriation of another’s subject positioAs noted in my
discussion ofuncle Tom’s CabinKaren Sanchez-Eppler too points out the ways in
which nineteenth-century texts’ use of sentiment for political pepaesan result in an
appropriative self-substitution. Additionally, love and Theft: Black Minstrelcy and
the American Working Clas&ric Lott introduces a discussion surrounding nineteenth-
century American minstrelcy that involves complicating the prectrather than just
dismissing it as a racist one. Lott points out the complex formseoitification and
imitation in nineteenth-century American minstrelcy that consttlavhite and African-
American subjectivity. What unites all of these varied and discussions of race in
American literature and culture, is the crucial relationship éetwhow one reads the
African-American subject in literature and how one culturaltgatls” the African-
American body. Consequently, the way that American culture “reéaded subjects and
the manner in which one effects political resistance agansm and oppression proves
a complicated and fraught discussion.

The intention here is neither to argue for a purely formalistogmbrto American

texts that represent race, at the expense of interrogation of the pbatissitround them,

® Saidiya HartmanScenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and SelfiMai Nineteenth-Centurfmerica,
(New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997



nor necessarily even to engage in a debate about the extentcantiection between
aesthetic form and ideology. Instead, | would like to posit thas the careful
examination of those works within our literary and cultural consci@ssmaose formal
elements have become completely entangled with political ideg&ther consciously
or unconsciously) that allows us to view and understand the culturalthes& texts are
performing more fully, especially those who are farther remdr@a us historically.
How we evaluate a text as both a “work of art” and a political has become
increasingly complicated as our conceptions of both aesthetic Hivartd political
efficacy and accuracy have changed over time. How we accouahdograpple with
texts that have “good politics” in mind when written (i.e. the abolettnof slavery) but
yet still possess racist or “bad political” aspects throughnthener in which they are
presented thus has become increasingly complex and difficult.

Consequently, | would like to extend and complicate the conversatidn tha
scholars like Carby, Lott, and Hartman have begun by examiningiédangexts where
the convergence between aesthetics and politics in the construftian African-
American subject has proven especially difficult and/or complicateme of them to the
point that they are rarely even discussed anymore. All of the teRave chosen to
discuss here are bound up with specific political agendas, matmewf overtly. More
specifically, these texts include those where readers andschitve experienced
difficulty reconciling the text's aesthetic properties wikie tpolitical moves it seems to
be making in its representation of African-American subjectivitgm just as concerned

with the places where these texts fail politically despite their goedtions. It is in fact,



these moments that continue both to shape and reflect our literarycudtunal
consciousness surrounding race.

In Part I, “Reading Slavery,” | examine specifically tays in which the slave
body is read and understood in two abolitionist texts: Harriet BeeStowe’sUncle
Tom’s Cabin(1852), and Harriet Jacobs’s 1861 slave narrdhe&ents in the Life of a
Slave Girl. Both Stowe and Jacobs contain explicit political messageslfthlgion of
slavery) in their works, whose particular aesthetic qualities édtinity, melodrama, and
a slave narrative), ultimately render those politics comglican terms of their own
subject positions. Since both authors overtly present themselMasininexts, absences
and silences play a very visible role in the experience of th®mce what each author
chooses to leave out and include, becomes key to understanding the donstfuoodth
the text and their subjectivity, the manner in which we interpist politics is inherently
and clearly shaped by the aesthetic staging of each text.

In chapter one, “The Eyes/I's of Uncle Tom: Form, Resistanu,Subjectivity
in Harriet Beecher Stowe’'$Jncle Tom’s Cabifi | tackle a practically universally
acknowledged tricky text which is often treated seriously agjtin@essential domestic
novel, and just as often dismissed in terms of its treatmendaoaf. ISince this novel
overtly resists slavery, an institution based upon racial categion, the question that
arises as the modern reader reads this text involves what wetllca novel that
possesses good political intentions, but whose portrayal of raced tsutyjdeaves us
uncomfortable. | argue in this chapter that what this novel aféégtaccomplishes (for

better or worse politically) is the destabilization of racategories.Uncle Tom’s Cabin



is in fact, a highly unstable novel in both its construction and perceived meamiwg.sSt
singular text encompasses multiple genres, flitting back and lhetitheen melodrama,
domestic narrative, and polemic, oftentimes overtly and certainly not alseaynlessly.
The novel also possesses a rich history of controversy surrounsliregéption.
Both its contemporary audience and current readers have heawvityzedtboth its
aesthetic construction and its political representation of theahffAmerican subject. It
remains however, one of the most widely read books of its time.t Mm@ans to read
this novel then, proves highly important and complicated. Nowhere isdhgplexity
more evident than the authorial intrusion into the narrative duringdbee of Uncle
Tom attempting to sound out letters of a book he is reading. namator overtly
includes the reader in this scene with the charge, “Let us fdilowwa moment, as,
pointing to each word, and pronouncing each half aloud, he reads, ‘Let - not -hgaut -
- be — troubled.™ As the text asks the reader to put him/herself in Tom’sepland
imagine that he/she cannot read, (a task that is effectimglossible, since the reader is
in fact reading these instructions), the convoluted interplay betwerapathy,
identification, and appropriation that is elicited from the reasjgraks to the heart of the
experience of reading this text. The text's instabilityitg aesthetic and political
categorizations, renders it indeed problematic, but definitively hvoetading and

studying further.

19 Harriet Beecher Stowa)ncle Tom’s Cabin, or Life Among the Lowld. Ann Douglas (New York:
Penguin Books, 1981), 229.



Chapter two, entitled “Domestic Boundaries: Resistance, Conyplia@hd
Domesticity in Harriet Jacobslsicidents in the Life of a Slave Girlexplores Harriet
Jacobs’s 1861 slave narrative. While both Harriet Beecher StodvéHarriet Jacobs
share the common goal of ending slavery, one of the many cdiifexences between
their two texts involves the way in which their subject identifica informs their
writing. Stowe’s identity as a white woman (although certandy without oppression
and subjugation) yields her a different amount of overt power than Jactdsss of the
manner in which she presents both herself and her narrative. Stwtlasial intrusions
into her fictional narrative, where she beseeches the readeetansl understand the
horrors of slavery still render her body (and thus visual subjeqtretgtively invisible.
In other words, although we can view Stowe’s words and voice, we deeadter as a
character within her narrative. It is thus only Stowe’s wand$ construct her argument
about slavery.

Harriet Jacobs on the other hand, as the author and narrator of her
autobiographical slave narrative inserts herself and body as tsutgjdee read. The use
of autobiography to represent slavery that is endemic to slavatinas performs the
dual functions of representing the horrors of slavery while simutaste establishing
the fundamental humanity of the slave, exemplified through the ovéehate and
sentient self hood of the slave both writing the narrative, and bejimgsented within it.
Frederick Douglass’s 1845 slave narrative for example, is dfssnssed in terms of its
writer's establishment specifically of human masculinity.Innidents in the Life of a

Slave Gir| Harriet Jacobs is faced with the task of proving herselfjusbta human, but a



true woman. Thus, Jacobs’s text is bound up with her placement withimngteenth-
century American cultural narrative of the cult of true womanhoodh@motion that
women'’s proper role and sense of identity belonged within the dionsphere> This
cultural charge, in of itself already an overdetermined cayegnd means of oppression
for white women, of course becomes literally impossible fdaaeswoman to achieve,
whose status completely prohibited legal marriage, and the maictertd her own
family and home.

As a result, Jacobs’s unique appeal to her audience, and mearsbbélasy her
own sense of self hood, involves aligning herself with the cult ofvimreanhood in her
expressed desires, yet also significantly differentiatingdiiefrom it, by emphasizing its
specific paradoxes for her. Jacobs carefully outlines her d&siremain pure until
marriage for example, by expressing her repeated disgustl aej@ction of her master’s
sexual advances. She simultaneously and paradoxically however,srifemreader that
the only way for her to rebuff her master completely is to hilegtimate children with
another rich white man. As a result, Jacobs deliberately blutsotiredaries of subject
categorization. The scene where Jacobs hides by lying down inyasmwall attic for
years to escape her master exposes the narrative of dotyestia fixed category. The
domestic sphere is liberating, as it allows her to escapegldd it also simultaneously

and quite literally confines and restricts her body.

1 Barbara Welter classifies the “four cardinal wv@s$uof True Womanhood” as “piety, purity,
submissiveness and domesticityDimity Convictions: The American Woman in the Neeeth Century
(Columbus: University of Ohio Press, 1976), 21.



Through the continuous inclusion of scenes like these, Jacobs is ablestauct
a fluid self hood that resists categorization, but also importaollggpses the boundaries
between the writer and the reader. As the notion of authentmiyncously arises in
this narrative, whether it be Lydia Marie Child’s testimonytite truth of Jacobs’s
narrative at the beginning of the text, or Jacobs’s adopted pseudonyhe fharrative,
Linda Brent, whom and where the real Jacobs is, continuously becorstones.
Consequently, the reader’s own role within the narrative becomesafiumell, since the
specific body and subject we view and relate to, cannot be defipitiseed or
authenticated. Thus, | ultimately argue in this chapter thab3adtilizes this fluidity to
create empathy that places responsibility upon the readery thtne appropriation.
Jacobs is thus also able to construct a unique identity that resists defati@gerzation.

In Part I, entitled “Reading the Black Body,” | explore theys/an which post-
Civil War texts read the African-American body as natiomal aultural discourse. The
works of Frances Harper and Mark Twain both render political awbcultural
discourse visible through aesthetic mediums (poetry and novels). Imglayth
narrative and language through such mediums as humor, dialect, and h@ycexpose
them as discursive, thereby disrupting seemingly naturalizzdrbhal structures based
upon racial identity. Chapter three, “Reconstructing Discoursetiritne Voice in the
Work of Frances Harper,” discusses Frances Harper’s pre at@ipd3dNar poetry and
her novellola Leroy. In the poetry section of this chapter, | primarily compare the
construction and establishment of Harper’'s poetic voice in her pre ahdCpdswar

poetry. | focus on two of Harper’'s abolitionist poems “Elizarlda (1853), a poetic re-

10



telling of the scene itUncle Tom’s Cabirwhere Eliza escapes the slave catchers, and
“The Fugitive’s Wife” (1854), a poem that speaks of a female slavetedhieelings over
her husband’s decision to run away. It is my contention that these pstafdish a
community with her white readers through demonstrating slas@smon humanity.
The importance and significance of audience cannot be overstatedpar’slgyoetry,
since many of her poems were read aloud as she lectured on therabbtircuit. How
readers/listeners then read both Harper's message and her own body/syblpextonies

of the utmost importance. It is thus through constructing this ctionethat Harper
additionally constructs a unique and powerful voice.

An important and significant shift takes place in Harper's poat-@/ar poetry.
Through the discussion of the 1874 poem “The Slave Mother, a Tale of theaDdithe
1872 poem “Learning to Read,” | show how the tumultuous Reconstructiczaesad
Harper to become more overtly resistant in her poetry, and agatetic voice that is
decidedly more distinct. “A Slave Mother,” based upon a real exmrdlves around the
tale of a runaway slave mother who Kkills her children, rather thaersler them to
slavery. This decidedly more visceral treatment of slavery, aststrheavily with the
sentimental retelling of Stowe’s text in “Eliza Harri§imilarly, “Learning to Read,” as
part of the series of “Aunt Chloe” poems beginning in 1872, depictsdanyekfrican-
American woman, and her struggles to learn how to read at alb ahsing
Reconstruction. This poem is actually constructed in Aunt Chloe’s distinctive and unique

vernacular, which is decidedly different from the discourse Harpgsloys in her

11



abolitionist poetry. Through Aunt Chloe establishing her own unique asiceliterate
one, she achieves her own discursive power.

In the next section of this chapter entitled “The Visible Texfiocus on Harper’s
1892 novellola Leroy. Written four years before the landmark casePtdssy v.
Ferguson which ushered in the Jim Crow era, this text utilizes thgidranulatta
narrative to expose the narrativization of cultural discourse. The abuuse of dialogue
in this novel heavily revolves around constant conversation about the “ralderpr’
Indeed, the actual plot of this text seems to be highly drivehdgxchange of different
ideas about this situation, emphasized by the fact that diffetearacters within the
novel begin themselves to represent different ideological stancesusding racial
uplift. As a result, | argue that what the novel effectivelgoaaplishes is rendering
discourse itself visible, thus exposing and disrupting its true narrativization.

Chapter four, “Fingerprinting Racial Identity: Ambiguity and r&tox in
Puddn’head Wilsofi discusses Mark Twain’s 1894 farcical novalddn’head Wilson
Much of the scholarship surrounding this novel expresses discomfbdsatwith the
text’s treatment of look-alikes (one a slave, one the son of thee wiaster) switched
while babies, by Roxy the slave mother, to live the other’s life. As tller&etches the
slave baby (now living the life of the white slaveowner),dmee self-absorbed, spoiled,
and almost downright villainous, while the white baby (now living the df a slave),
remains good, noble, and a very sympathetic character, what the isoirelfact
imparting about innate racial identity and behavior can indeed poxzeling, if not

troubling. The element of wit that pervades this text additionatig;npounds this

12



problem, as the “truth” of the novel’s position on race becomes virtimajpossible to
decipher.

While | understand and acknowledge the apprehension many readers have
surrounding this novel’s political intentions, | would argue that the imess of this
novel is deliberate on Twain’s part. This incredibly self-consciarsative that begins
with the author’'s commentary on writing the book, and often refeis toahis method of
composition, demonstrates just how self-aware the author is regdintirtext. Through
the use of humor, irony, and the constant switch in point of view amdfegedi
characters, this text works within discursive gaps to expose thenother words, by
deliberately reflecting through novelistic narrative, the wawysvihich racial identity is
hopelessly entangled with cultural and national discourse, thestekie to expose its
dizzying power that both blinds us and literally constructs our vision. nokel thus
exposes the gaps within discourse that are normally glossed ovamreAslt, the lack of
definition surrounding the innateness of racial identity may prove &xaetly the point
in Puddn’head Wilson Within the novel itself, discursive power becomes disrupted, as
we cannot rely on the language of the narrative to give us easy answers.

Part 1l of this project, entitled “Overcoming the Stereotypeludes discussion
of two works from the first half of the twentieth century: C®¥dn Vechten’'s 1926
Harlem Renaissance nowgigger Heavenand Zora Neale Hurston’s now wildly popular
1937 novelTheir Eyes Were Watching Godn this portion, | trace the ways in which
these works conform to and/or reject overdetermined linguistegorization of African-

American subjectivity. Van Vechten and Hurston both struggle with @gicpbland

13



aesthetic issue surrounding race that emerged specifically in the thveraindury: that of

the particular type of racialized subject they present in theiks. In these texts, the
potential overdeterminacy of African-American subjects and @lltoarratives has
played a large role in the manner in which readers respond to tAama result, the

success and reception of each text has consistently been hefavityed and affected by
the literary and cultural movements that surround them at any given time.

In Chapter five, “(Un)Popular Demons: Raced Subjectivity in €ar Vechten’s
Nigger Heaveri | tackle a novel that is virtually never taught or diseassanymore
within academic circles, despite its widespread popularity attithe of its 1926
publication. Just the words in the title of this work alone (althougimbyg referring to
the balcony section in movie theaters where African-Ameriegare forced to sit during
segregation) can cause complex emotions and assumptions about thes seaging it
in modern day society.

Indeed, reading this novel proves a highly complicated task. This abwat a
series of African-American characters and their struggves, written by a white author
during the Harlem Renaissance, who often funded African-Ameri¢@tsarAs a result,
guestions regarding appropriation have always surrounded Van Vechten’sMary
readers are also highly uncomfortable with the seeminglycsypieal African-American
figures that seem to abound in the text, from the pimp char&aetebegins the novel to
the educated Mary Love’s desire to be more “primitive.” In thigpter, | do not take a
position on Van Vechten’s true intentions regarding African-Ameriickemtity and

subjectivity. What is much more interesting to me is the waywhich this text

14



(intentionally or not), reveals and exposes the process by whiclongéract categories
of racial identity. The indeed sometimes stereotypical figwigsin this novel, are
constantly destabilized through structural fragmentation. In otbetsythe multiplicity
of stereotypical character perspectives, ultimately undermhnesstereotype’s power.
For every one “type” of figure, we also see its opposite. Asalt, the novel showcases
the manner in which stereotypical constructions operate discysivather than
naturally.

My last chapter, “(De)Categorizing Janie Crawford: 34&dfking, Voice, and
Narrative inTheir Eyes Were Watching Gbdliscusses Zora Neale Hurston’s 1937
novel Their Eyes Were Watching God end with Hurston’s text, because of the way in
which it mirrors Harriet Beecher Stowdincle Tom’s Cabir(the text | begin with) in
terms of its initial and modern reader reception. As Stowa&tswias wildly popular at
the time of its publication, Hurston’s almost immediately ifeib obscurity. As Stowe’s
novel seems slowly to fall off of college syllabi and mainstreaading lists, ever since
Alice Walker’'s “rediscovery” of Hurston in 1970, her novel has ergogesteadily
increasing popularity among both academic and general public readileg.c Yet both
texts have created a consistent controversy among readersimse their publication
surrounding their political intentions, and their representation of #frmerican
subjectivity.

Hurston’s novel, centered around an African-American female clearaldnie
Crawford trying to discover who she is, follows what many readeksowledge as a

sentimental and/or folk tradition that proves puzzling, on both the Iévekistance, and
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its chronological placement. The naturalist movement that emeaftedthe Harlem
Renaissance, exemplified by Richard Wright's raw and eatiog 1940 noveNative
Son could not be more different from the type of language, narrativeand journey of
Janie Crawford irrheir Eyes Were Watching God’he same charges of lack of artistry,
stereotyping, and insufficient resistance to white patriatbly were attributed to the
novel at the time of its publication still arise frequently today. A commaigisnit of the
novel today involves Janie’s self-discovery taking place lartfgigugh her different
relationships with men, and her perceived refusal to resist whjgeession and injustice
overtly. The fact that Tea Cake (the man with whom Janie is wildly in love, and to whom
she openly attributes her self-awakening), actually beats loe@eatoint during the novel
certainly and understandably does not sit well with current audiences.

However, it is my contention that what are often perceived to bes fia the
novel’s structure (such as the use of sentiment), or political mgpgher relationship
with Tea Cake for example), are actually necessary for Janiscover a self that is
entirely her own, and not determined by others. Janie construcis|@e sense of self
then, by trying on and consistently rejecting highly speciscalirse of all kinds. By the
end of the novel, her sense of self has ultimately transcentied thlese discursive
categorizations, emphasized by her refusal to speak when sherial dor fTea Cake’s
murder. While many readers of this novel point to this scene asndémative of Janie’s
lack of symbolic voice, her refusal to speak constructs an ultirasigtance, in the sense
that she absolutely refuses to participate in a discoursesthat hers, and certainly does

not welcome her within it. As Bigger ThomasNative Sorfamously moves through the
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space of Chicago, to make a political point, ultimately becomingeced by white
oppression, until he cannot move anymore (symbolized by the blackardahe map of
Chicago becoming boxed in by the white), Janie migrates throdighetit people and
relationships to construct a sense of self that resists categorization.

While literary representations of African-American identigve evolved since
Harriet Beecher Stoweldncle Tom’s Cabinthe enduring controversy surrounding them
certainly has not. What significantly unites all of the tediscussed in this project
revolves around the manner in which they continue to cause difficulteéders today.
Notably, all of these works were either widely popular at e tihey were written, or
remain so today. However, all of these texts remain highly comgsiaVevithin the
academic community. It is the ultimate goal of this projeentto keep the conversation
going surrounding the political implications of representingatadentity in literature,
rather than just dismiss the more difficult or uncomfortable aspgahem, or even the
texts altogether, a move that | fear is beginning to happercadeanic circles and
classrooms. Nigger Heavenfor example, is barely read anymore, and almost never
taught. Certainly, the intense popularity of bbliicle Tom’s CabirandNigger Heaven
at the time they were written, warrants their examinatiovergitheir obvious cultural
influence.

It is imperative then that we directly confront and contextuadze discomfort
with these important and admittedly problematic texts. Even amorgst contemporary
literature, we still seem to have trouble reconciling a tepgibtical message with its

aesthetic properties, when dealing with race. A work such as Momison’s 1987
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novel Belovedtakes a postmodern approach to representing an individual story about
slavery and its aftermath. What we as readers do with a noaelst so obviously
constructed in a particular aesthetic manner, but carries wsticit a weighty political
issue surrounding race is going to prove consistently perplexing t@hmssand
students, unless we allow ourselves to accept and really study this partcargence.
If as Stuart Hall says, “The end of the essential black suldjsct entails a
recognition that the central issues of race always appearitadly in articulation, in a
formation, with other categories and divisions and are constantlyedt@nd recrossed
by the categories of class, of gender, and ethnititggrutinizing racially problematic
works more closely and in context, only helps us recognize the iwaykich our own
culturally discursive traditions “define” and shape us. It iscmntinuing exploration of
the complexity of racial representation in literature and cultusabject
formation/construction that aids us in understanding and overcomingnrakfione
works under the general assumption that aesthetic representatiays aplies a
political move (an argument that does have merit, and one | would arg$should not
nor cannot necessarily move away from), then examining texaual ¢losely becomes
crucial to understanding its cultural repercussions. Most of #is tehave chosen to
discuss here are openly (sometimes famously) controversislefananner in which their
aesthetic properties reflect a political view. My intemas to focus so much on tracing
and explaining the controversies surrounding these texts (althougiolise must do so

to some extent) but rather to take a closer look at what culttod these texts are

12 Stuart Hall, “New Ethnicities,” ed. Houston A. Baklr., Manthia Diawara, nd Ruth H. LindebdBipck
British Cultural StudiegChicago and London: The University of ChicagosS3rd996),166.
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actually performing. My ultimate goal is to acknowledge the coxitylef resistance for
the African-American subject (and representations of him/her)eapdnd the ways in
which we as readers and critics tend to define it. The kegftting an overdetermined
identity (constructed through culturally imposed hypervisibilitwésigman points out)

may reside in the indeterminacy of resistance itself.
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Part I: Reading Slavery

Chapter 1: The Eyes/I's of Uncle Tom: Form, Resistance, and Subjectiyiin

Harriet Beecher Stowe’sUncle Tom’s Cabin

Nowhere is the entanglement between representation and ideologevwtent
than in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1852 abolitionist ndvatle Tom’s Cabin: Or Life
among the Lowly Because so many Americans (both Northern and Southern) read this
text at the time of its 1852 publication), the novel's depiction of andnmol against
slavery constructed an unprecedented moment where literaryseatagon of the
African-American subject became pervasively visible within pdblic sphere. The
text’s combination of fictional characters and stories with riegtbpersuasion to refute
slavery thus represents arguably the most famous convergenestbétics and politics
surrounding race in American literature. The enduring controvepgcifcally
surrounding the portrayal of race in this novel, points to the mannehich Stowe’s
African-American characters have been imprinted on Amerltarary and cultural
consciousness, thus leaving a particular legacy (however problematight be) for
African-American authors and their own representations of Afffs@erican
subjectivity. Thus, the lasting popularity and simultaneous controgrsypunding
Uncle Tom’s Cabimevolves around the manner in which slavery (and consequently race)
are not just represented, but enacted politically and consequently, imad sense,

culturally “real.” As Eric Lott states in his chapter devotediheteenth-century minstrel
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performances of Stowe’s text iove and Theft: Blackface Minstrelcy and the American
Working Class “More than its taking a full evening’s performance tirbicle Tom’s
Cabin was revolutionary in its effortless and near-immediate rafphinc everywhere;
rousing for its politics but apprehended as pop-culture iconograpiey,story so
transcended the usual media of culture that it put an uncanny neanspie’s relation
to the culture. Uncle Tom was at once all places and splalgifnowhere.*® This text’s
unprecedented popularity, dissemination, and ability to vyield “neareniate
replication” within troubled spact¥ssuch as minstrel plays, demonstrate the manner in
which specifically its aesthetic properties create and initsmolitical discourse about
race, a convergence that continues to be the source of intense alelositg scholars
today. Ultimately though, it is through its emphasis on visualitgJodrama, and
mimicry in its refutation of slavery (an all-too real itistion), or in effect, its particular
usage of language and form, thdncle Tom’s Cabimactually neither fully refutes nor
embraces essentialist racial categories that theorgtigadtify slavery, but instead
destabilizes them through its particular representation of racial identtydentification.

It is the specific convergence of the aesthetic represemtafi both African-
American and white subjectivity with its overt politicabre about race that has caused

many readers and critics (both initial and contemporary altkéecome uncomfortable

13 Eric Lott, Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the Anaeri®Vorking ClasgNew York and
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 216.

4| use the word “troubled” to point out and echdtlsoargument irLove and Theftregarding the complex
racial politics of minstrelsy. As Lott claims, “lblackface minstrelsy’s audiences there were it fac
contradictory racial impulses at work, impulsesdahis the everyday lives and racial negotiationshef
minstrel show’s working-class partisans.” (4) Tperformance of “blackface” for and by white bodies
reflected and shaped the “contradictory racial ite@si’ white nineteenth-century Americans enactetl an
literally embodied towards the African-American fd.
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with, if not downright hostile towards the novel, despite its continpojularity. Initial
reception ofUncle Tom’s Cabirat its 1852 release was as intensely widespread as it was
divided. As Richard Yarborough explains,
Frederick Douglass reported that the first edition of 5,000 was gofour days
and that in one yeddncle Tom’s Cabirsold more than 300,000 copies. This
figure is particularly astonishing when one considers that outpaipalation of
roughly 24 million in the United States, much of the South has txdeded
from any serious estimation of Stowe’s readership — both becaube diuge
slave population and because the novel was banned in many communities.
Furthermore, one must forget neither the degree of illiteraggidhnineteenth-
century America nor the widespread practice of passing books frontdaadd.
Another indication of the reading public’s infatuation with Stowe wias
reception accorded t@he Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabi(i853), a ponderous
compilation of the factual material she claimed to have used ipasing her
best-seller: In the space of a month, roughly 90,000 copies wer€ sold.
Not only was the novel instantly and “astonishingly” read by sudarge audience
(despite widespread bans and illiteracy), it was also immégdiated profoundly
controversial and influential. Abraham Lincoln’s famous greetingtofve at the White

House in 1863 with the words “So this is the little lady who siatiiés great big war”

'3 Richard Yarborough, “Strategies of Black Charazsgion, ed. Eric J. Sundquisdew Essays on Uncle
Tom'’s Cabin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986)48.
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speaks volumes not only about the virtually unprecedented cultural wsdfilStowe’s
text, but its perceived ability to effect actual political chatfge.

It should also of course be noted that Stowe’s abolitionist textpobhscally
controversial among nineteenth-century American readers &$owehore reasons than
just her stance on slavery. Stowe of course alienated Southemersrébtbugh her
condemnation of the slave system. Accordingly, many Northern ainaditireaders
embraced Stowe’s text wholeheartedly. For example, Richarookaugh additionally
points out “Most free northern blacks in the 1850s ... sawle Tom’s Cabimas a
godsend destined to mobilize white sentiment against slavery nest vesistance to the
southern forces was urgently need&d Plowever, Stowe’s assumption of a highly public
stance about the politically charged and controversial issue ofrslaso raised
eyebrows among both Northern and Southern audiences about her proper &le as
woman. As Jan Pilditch states, “As a Christian woman, and in comamith many
others, Stowe determined to speak against slavery; but as a ninateetury American
woman, she did not easily assume the authority to do so. For a viomaach or even

to comment publicly on any matter was to court social ostratis Stowe’s entrance

% The tangible effect Stowe’s novel had on the IGixr is decidedly complicated. However, Lincoln’s
words demonstrate the complex connection betwekuaraliperception/consciousness and historical fact
One could argue in some sense that whether ddmcie Tom’s Cabirtan be definitively traced to the
breakout of the Civil War, in terms of understamgdmerican antebellum life, is equally as importast
the fact that policymakers and the general popubatieved it to be.

" yarborough, “Strategies of Black Characterizati@ul. SundquistNew Essays8.
18 Jan Pilditch, “Rhetoric and Satire,” ed. Masohdwance, Jr., Ellen E. Westbrook, and R.C. De Rypsp

The Stowe Debate: Rhetorical Strategies in Uncla$aCabin (Amherst: University of Massachusetts
Press, 1994), 59.

23



into two realms that were off-limits to women at the timiee (public and political
spheres) rendered her text doubly controversial.

Significantly, the artistry or aesthetic worth of the novedswalso debated
intensely at the time of the novel's publication. Leo Tolstoy,h@& words of Ann
Douglas, “hailed [the novel] as one of the greatest productions of the human mind,” while
Henry James deemddincle Tom’s Cabinn what is now a very famous assessment, a
“wonderful ‘leaping’ fish” of a text even though he thought it failéd fmeet his own
standards of highly crafted and conscious fictibhSimilarly, Charles Dickens called the
purpose of the novel “noble” but the text itself “defectit®NMany of Stowe’s (notably
male) contemporaries found the novel aesthetically lacking, but atdaged its
political value.

With the abolition of slavery in 1865, the immediate or overt politesals of
Stowe’s text appeared to have been met. Yet, the novel's popudanst actually
increased at the turn of the century, largely due to the risendtmgli performances. In
Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working (HagsLott traces
this complex phenomenon, explaining “Turning this conflict [the Civil Wato
affecting tableauxincle Ton's dramatists deepened sectional discord; for every one of
the three hundred thousand who bought the novel in its first year, maryerentually
saw the play ... Even in the version most faithful to Stowe’s ndstle Tom’s Cabin

was itself a compromise between antislavery politics and esdtatll entertainment

9 Ann Douglas, “Introduction: The Art of Controversintroduction to Harriet Beecher Stowdncle
Tom’s Cabin or, Life Among the Low(iew York: Penguin Books, 1981), 10.

2 Douglas, “Introduction,Uncle Tom’s Cabin11.
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conventions.? Thus, for late nineteenth-century audiences, the “entertainmalni@ of
seeing the novel performed in blackface became completely imedwwith its
politics 22

In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, questions surrounding etstedic
worth of Stowe’s novel have been completely tied to its politiadle. For most literary
critics though, the political controversy over Stowe’s text hasstormed from a debate
regarding the author’'s position on slavery into one surrounding hercuarti
representation of race. In his 1956 w@kodbye to Uncle TomJ.C. Furnas asserts
“Insidiously commingled [in the novel] is ... a flavor of Southernelsng how and why
the ‘darky’ is so dear to his white folks and can always so toulghaayunt on taking
care of him. It takes genius, perhaps a specifically fegeéus, thus to mix these two
attitudes without a hint of transition. In one form or another, magias always tempting
Mrs. Stowe’s inrushing feef* Thus, where Stowe’s work had caused immense
controversy through its perceived progressive stance on the &fs@e® and gender, by
the middle of the twentieth century, readers had begun to viewothel's stereotypical
representation of African-American characters as profoundbtiosary* Significantly

(his own ironically sexist comments about the nature of “fematéug” aside), it is what

L Lott, Love and Theft212.

22 As Lott points out in his work, the “politics” dflackface minstrelsy itself is also extremely coicated
in its inherent connection to “entertainment” amdfprmance, thus adding entirely new aesthetic and
political dimensions to Stowe’s novel.

% J.C. FurnasGoodbye to Uncle ToifiNew York: William Sloane Associates, 1956), 49.

4 |n fact, the term “Uncle Tom” already possesseegative connotation by this time, as Furnas dites
his text.
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Furnas judges to be the political value of Stowe’s work (or tlk thereof) that
specifically constructs his assessment of the novel's aesthetth. The stereotypes
Stowe represents become “commingled” with her language and structure.

The rise of the Civil Rights movement in the 1960s ushered in a imteresely
visible reaction to Stowe’s novel. During this period, both JamesivwBal in
“Everybody’s Protest Novel” and Richard Wright in a collectiorslobrt stories entitled
“Uncle Tom’s Children” condemned Stowe’s representation of Afriarerican
characters inUncle Tom’s Cabif®> Within the past twenty years or so, the growing
debates over the literary and academic canon have compelled rschida Jane
Tompkins inSensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American Fiction 1790-1860
to include and examine anew texts like Stowe’s and other examwiptas domestic or
“sentimental” novel on the grounds that “it is the context —which evidninaludes the
work itself — that creates the value its readers ‘discovextet Their reading is an
activity arising within a particular cultural setting (of whithe author’s reputation is a
part) that reflects and elaborates the features of thaingsesimultaneously®
Tompkins’s plea that we not dismiss works for their failures awegr to our
contemporary political standards, but instead contextualize thenmdatgdo their own

historical eras, has been embraced and echoed by some scholaspuomemporary

% James Baldwin, “Everybody’s Protest Nové\ites of a Native SdiBoston: Beacon Press, 1955):
Richard WrightUncle Tom’s ChildrerfNew York: HarperPerennial, 1940). Baldwin owesdkcoriates
the novel while Wright's particular title of a cetition that specifically deals with twentieth-cagtwhite
racism and paternalism towards African-Americareagg to the particular political legacy that Stcave’
text has bequeathed.

% Jane TompkinsSensational Designs: The Cultural Work of AmeriEagtion 1790-186QNew York:
Oxford University Press, 1985), 33.

26



readers have found themselves unable to look past what they view sastepdy
damaging depictions of racial subjectivity. Sarah Smith Duckswarttexample claims
“[Stowe’s] real concern in writing the novel was not to raisely Africans up to a
position of equality in society, but to help bring an end to slaveryhimisake of white
salvation. When filtered through a cultural lendncle Tom’'s Cabinreveals a
conservative bias that does not at all conflict with racibéfseand attitudes held by the
majority of nineteenth-century Americarfs.’Additionally, Eric J. Sundquist points out
“Despite seeming at times oblivious to crucial realities mefica’s great debate over
slavery ... Uncle Tom’s Cabihhas often been considered a strange hybrid of polemic
and sentimental melodrama, a work that helped instigate the Caviav then ceased to
have value once its purpose had been accompligfidebt over 150 years thehjncle
Tom’s Cabinhas remained consistently controversial for both its aesthadipalitical
properties despite major shifts in criteria for how Americans attaci tmé¢hese spheres.

It is particularly then, the manner in which Stowe represemial raubjectivity
and identity that causes political problems for her readers. paneular narrative
structure olUncle Tom’s Cabinnvolves a combination of fictional characters and stories
with rhetorical persuasion, which contributes to the melodramaperince that the

novel imparts to its readers. As Saidiya Hartman argues,otiaina [in antislavery

" sarah Smith Ducksworth, “Stowe’s Construction aof African Persona and the Creation of White
Identity for a New World Order,The Stowe Debat05. It should be noted that Ducksworth alsaiasg
that the novel should not be eliminated from callegyllabi on the following grounds: “Viewed as a
cultural product, ncle Tom’s Cabihmay be useful as a cautionary tale to help stsdetognize not
only how truly self-deceiving the concept of a ‘deded other’ can be, but also, on a larger scale, h
collective self-images enhanced beyond reasonams bf nature perpetrate social injustice agaimsse
with the least power to protect themselves.” (234)

2 Eric J. Sundquist, Introduction New Essays on Uncle Tom’s Cabin
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plays] provided the dramatic frame that made the experiencavarglmeaningful in the
antinomian terms of the moral imagination. The emotional poweme&bdrama’s
essential language of good and evil armed antislavery dissdntthvei force of moral
right and might®® Similarly, in his description of the melodramatic structure of
nineteenth-century American theater, David Grimsted explains nhgibdramatic
characters were always portrayed as exaggerated stereotypeg, stati
The amorphousness of American life made persons with no parteodsal
status eager to watch characters who were simple, naive, andeichpeut who
at bottom had a wealth of practical good sense and wholesome goodesé&ntim
And the exaggeration of the stereotypes’ naivete and quaintnddsceraen the
least sophisticated people in the audience to feel safely sypsoroparatively
worldly-wise ... These conventions gave to the melodrama an aura ofiynrea
an existence within a world of its own upon which ‘real life’ toucineainly
through established channéls.
As Grimsted and Hartman point out, melodramatic structure exlailmtsnplex slippage
between social truth and discourse. In “essentializing” languelgaracters, and
concepts, melodrama reflects a world infinitely relatable ataliences while its
stereotypes simultaneously present an “aura of unreality.”
This “essential language” of melodrama that simultaneously €racimoral

force” can be evidenced in Stowe’s particular usage of discautdecle Tom’s Cabin

2 Hartman,Scenes of Subjectiph?7.

%0 David GrimstedMelodrama Unveiled: American Theater and Cultur@0-d850(London: University
of California Press, 1987), 195-196.
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After the narrative has established the injustice of the indggnitisited upon George
Harris (a passionate, literate, and particularly bright sldke)narrator interjects “A very
humane jurist once said, The worst use you can put a man to isgthinan No; there is
another use that a man can be put to that is WORSHere, the reader fully
experiences the melodramatic impact of the narrative throbghnarrator's use of
“essential language” to achieve “emotional power.” In this ppssthe narrator
emphatically modifies a well-known saying to proclaim its dedligéworse” use. The
reader then, must literally view the more “WORSE” use a man can be put to tigangha
(the evils of slavery) and must pause after reading thigcpkart passage. The essential
finality of this “worst” use is emphasized not only by the tadjation of the word
“worse” but by the fact that Chapter Il in the novel ends with passage. The narrative
uses its own language (as well as relies upon the readermyseknowledge of a
particular discourse) to invoke an emotional response towards “mghalamd might.”
The novel thus uses the “emotional power” of melodrama through e$zergidhe
concept of what is indeed the “worst” use a man can be put tohtevadts political
purpose; the abolition of slavery.

However, it is precisely Stowe’s particular use of melodranad additionally
underscores and exposes the performative aspects and thus instabéityasfguage and
its connection with social “truth.” IHow to Do Things with WordsJ.L. Austin

describes the performative speech act as follows: “To ingeséntence (in of course, the

31 Harriet Beecher Stowélncle Tom’s Cabin, or Life among the Loyyl. Ann Douglas (New York:
Penguin Books, 1981), 58. All subsequent citatioifisrefer to this edition.
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appropriate circumstances) is notdescribemy doing of what | should be said in so
uttering to be doing or to state that | am doing it; it is tatdd® In the performative
speech act then, the statement additionally is a concrete &ttinhis discussion of
rhetorical discourse within novelistic forms, M.M. Bakhtin argues
All rhetorical forms, monologic in their compositional structures ariented
toward the listener and his answer ... It is highly significantrifietoric that this
relationship toward the concrete listener, taking him into accouat.@ktionship
that enters into the very internal construction of rhetoridelcourse
Responsive understanding is a fundamental force, one that participaties i
formulation of discourse, and it is moreover active understanding, one that
discourse senses as resistance or support enriching the diséourse.
For Bakhtin, the relationship between discourse and the “listener armmshdweer” is in
part what “actively” creates the discourse itself. Thus, bfindively linguistically
delineating what constitutes good and evil for its readers, melotdcaar#i-slavery
discourse can be construed as constructing a particular peif@mspeech act. If, as
intended, the reader connects the textually essentialized cowdegied and evil with

abolition and slavery respectively, the reader aids in “activedating” abolitionist

32J.L. Austin,How to Do Things with Word&ambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University 2r£875),
6.

% Austin cites the marriage vow “I do” as an exangfla linguistic act that simultaneously performs a
action.

3 M.M. Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel,” ed. MicHa¢olquist, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays
by M.M. Bakhtin(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 280-281
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discourse through his/her emotional response. The words of abolitisusurse thus
theoretically and simultaneously become action on the part of the reader.

This particular phenomenon can be witnessedmele Tom’s Cabinthrough
Stowe’s use of melodramatic language to achieve her abolitjpipbse. After Uncle
Tom has been traded to the ignorant and coarse Haley, an anonymtauglby remarks
“He’s a shocking creature, isn’'t he, - this trader? so unfgellt’'s dreadful, really!”
(212) Immediately after this character’'s speech, Stowetsbker own voice into the
narrative by forcefully declaring “But who, sir, makes the tradé&/ho is most to blame?
The enlightened, cultivated, intelligent man, who supports the systeridi the trader
is the inevitable result, or the poor trader himself? You mak@ubBc statement that
calls for his trade, that debauches and depraves him, tiddie mo shame in it; and in
what are you better than he?” (212) Here, the novel definitiadiyifees Haley’s role as
an “unfeeling” trader for the reader through moving beyond merettapiof Haley as
such to the actual employment of the voice of another characdaytso. The fact that
this character is nameless, and speaks to someone who is unidlentdidhe reader,
emphasizes his universality. He is any and every man. Hedpussents a universal
and consequently definitive response to Haley.

The particular use of Stowe’s voice in this scene additionallygsr@xtremely
significant. Bakhtin defines “double-voiced discourse” as “[one that] sengesgeakers
at the same time and expresses simultaneously two differettionts: the direct
intention of the character who is speaking, and the refracted inteftive author ...

The internal dialogism of authentic prose discourse, which grows odlignout of a
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stratified and heteroglot language, cannot fundamentally be desmohair dramatically
resolved (brought to an authentic end); it cannot ultimately leel fitito the frame of any
manifest dialogue, into the frame of a mere conversation betwesons; it is not
ultimately divisible into verbal exchanges possessing precisalyetdoundaries® In
other words, in novelistic double-voiced discourse, the theoreticalbgiiteen what a
character and the author states, does not follow easily “marb@sbhdaries” or
resolutions.

In this particular scene, Stowe rhetorically collapses herevand that of the
anonymous character’s to draw the reader into the dialogue. dllgnand pointedly,
through asking the reader whom is “most to blame,” Stowe craatesment within the
space of the novel where the reader must fill in his/her owmweans Significantly
however, Stowe only leaves room for one type of answer. If therrsaieacknowledge
the “truth” of the world of this novel, the reader must accept #wt that it is the
“enlightened, cultivated, intelligent man” who really creates hberors of the slave
system. Consequently, although this scene renders the resoluttentash important
conceptsfinite (the decided recognition of the “unfeelingness” of slaeeldrs and
“cultivated men’s” own complicity within this system), the voiadghe reader, Stowe,
and the anonymous character all infinitely merge together &tectke actual discourse.
The novel thus uses the naturalization of binary concepts that chiaestaelodramatic
structure to convince readers of the evils of slavery, thereloyetieally conflating its

words with action. In literally calling upon the reader to renowshaeery verbally, the

35 Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel,” 324-326.
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text theoretically convinces the reader to do so in fact. thereader then, what he/she
says about slavery performatively (in the linguistic setrsajsforms into what he/she
does.

In fact, the doubling of voices is essential to the manner inhathie reader
experiences this text. The acts of writing and readingnnle Tom’s Cabirbecome
signifiers for the reader’'s own role within the text. Frosiapening sentences, the
reader is drawn into the novel's narrative by being forced to deStalge’s written
language. The novel begins, “Late in the afternoon of a chillyinlayebruary, two
gentlemen were sitting alone over their wine, in a well-furnisiiethg parlor ... For
convenience sake, we have said, hitherto, geotlemen One of the parties, however,
when critically examined, did not seem, strictly speaking, to conaer the species ...
He was a short, thick-set man, with coarse, commonplace feaunckshat swaggering
air of pretension which marks a low man who is trying to elbownaig upward in the
world ... His companion, Mr. Shelby, had the appearance of a gentle@a-42) The
italicization of “gentlemehfunctions as a visual indicator to the reader that what these
two men perform does not coincide with who they essentially ahe. “Short, thick-set
man,” whom the reader later discovers is Haley the slave-trdoes not visually appear
to belong to the gentleman “species.”

Moreover, the narrative significantly states that Mr. Sheflmgsesses the
“appearance” of a gentleman, rather than the essence oHism&ater sale of Uncle Tom
to Haley, in fact places him within the same categoryhasstave-trader: “Mr. Shelby

hastily drew the bills of sale towards him, and signed them alikean that hurries over
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some disagreeable business, and then pushed them over with the mblagsy
produced, from a well-worn valise, a parchment, which, after looking baemioment,
he handed to Mr. Shelby, who took it with a gesture of suppressednheasg.” (79-80)
By exchanging written documents that solidify the sale of Umol@, both Shelby and
Haley (despite Shelby’s misgivings over the “disagreeable bsS)rnmsgage in the same
business. They are both essentially slave-traders. Théhé&dhe reader never views
the language in the “parchment” proves significant. The narrdtes not distinguish
the “coarse” language of Haley from that of Shelby in this desumIn this exchange,
the two men ultimately speak the same language. This idemisrced by the fact that
there is initially a great visual distinction between the language lef/ldad Shelby. The
narrative states explicitly that Haley’s language is feefand easy defiance of Murray’s
Grammar.” (41) The statement is later exemplified througleyaactual voice: “Some
folks don't believe there is pious niggers Shelby ... Ido. | had a fellow, now, in this
yer last lot | took to Orleans — t'was as good as a meetin, maly to hear that critter
pray; and he was quite gentle and quiet like.” (42) Shelby conyespebks, “Why, the
fact is, Haley, Tom is an uncommon fellow; he is certaintytiv that sum anywhere. —
steady, honest, capable, manages my whole farm like a clock."§é&pite the fact that
Shelby and Haley speak two different types of language, ttiegself Uncle Tom
renders their voices indistinguishable in the discourse of slavitg.reader thus grasps
the underlying meaning of the text through deciphering what its langeegals.

The manner in which the text structures narrative time addilyoreahforces this

experience. The text continuously uses its language to foreshademts, thus
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simultaneously enacting them. When Eliza Harris expresses idfstzelher husband
George that her master (Mr. Shelby) could be anything but kind rt@rd their son
Harry, George responds, “Yes, but who knows? — he may die — and they] jHayrbe
sold to nobody knows who. What pleasure is it that he is handsome, arid amda
bright? 1 tell you, Eliza, that a sword will pierce through ysaul for every good and
pleasant thing your child is or has; it will make him woxb tuch for you to keep.”
(63) George’s words thus function not only as a warning to Eliza, $at lenguistic
signal to the reader of what is to come for the text'sasttars as a result of the cruelties
of slavery. Significantly, Uncle Tom’s next master St. Clare dies dé&fercan free Tom,
thus narratively enacting George’s words. The figurative “divtiat will “pierce”
through Eliza’s “soul” is enacted repeatedly throughout the novelrnrodstrations of
her mental anguish, as well as literally embodied in the faswerse where Eliza crosses
the frozen Ohio River with Harry in her arms: “The huge greagnient of ice on which
she alighted pitched and creaked as her weight came on it, bstastheéhere not a
moment ... Her shoes are gone — her stockings are cut from her fgbile blood
marked every step.” (118) The narrative thus additionally repsesieatcoldness and
“unfeelingness” of those involved in promoting slavery through emhbgdyis
metaphors. Because of slavery, ice cuts Eliza’s feet, juastsagord “pierces” through
her soul.

Additionally, all of Harry’s positive attributes that George liats do indeed
become the reason for his desirability as a slave, and consegleenfAs Haley declares

when he sees Harry, “Why, I've got a friend that's going ints §er branch of the
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business — wants to buy up handsome boys to raise for the markesets tiff one of
yer great places — a real handsome boy to open door, wait, and tendfef€hea good
sum; and this little devil is such a comical musical concern, jhststhe article.” (46)
Significantly, Haley’'s admiration of Harry occurs before @eds conversation with
Eliza within the narrative. George’s prophetic warning thenjesetwo purposes. It
solidifies for the reader that what the text foreshadows will eventuatiynbe true within
the world of the novel, as well as create a temporal overl#pnahe narrative that
irrevocably conjoins textual discourse and truth. What the text'sudayeg states will
become true, and what is already true will become statetat Wie narrative “utters”
then, will become action and vice-versa.

We also experience this particular phenomenon in terms of the manwhich
the novel asks us to relate to its characters. ImmedidtelyHaley makes a deal with
the sinister Tom Loker and his companion Marks to re-capture artieselinaway slave
Eliza Harris and her small son, the narrative halts, decldtrany of our refined and
Christian readers object to the society into which this scenedintes them, let us beg
them to begin and conquer their prejudices in time. The catthisgess, we beg to
remind them, is rising to the dignity of a lawful and patriotiof@ssion.” (132) Thus,
any pain that the reader might feel from witnessing the stoBfiza’s flight and the men
pursuing her, becomes paradoxically prolonged by the suspension of tHeve@aride
narrative in effectforcesus to dwell emotionally on Eliza’s anguish by halting the action
of the story. In her discussions of empathy, Saidiya Hartmas ainineteenth-century

abolitionist’'s (John Rankin) attempts to identify with the enslawdgest as follows: “In
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making the slave’s suffering his own, Rankin begins to feel fosdlinrather than for
those whom this exercise in imagination is presumably designeadb.r Moreover, by
exploiting the vulnerability of the captive body as a vesselHeruses, thoughts, and
feelings of others, the humanity extended to the slave inadverteotifirms the
expectations and desires definitive of the relations of chaatetry.”® By immediately
stopping the narrative and addressing the reader directly, thentkeed, makes the
“suffering” of Eliza the reader’s, emphasized by the facttth@bnly words the reader in
fact views at this section of the narrative theoretically nevdlirectly around the reader.
This particular passage actually only mentions the “refined andti@anr readers” in
repeatedly “begging” them to listen. As a result, the resdéerally forced to consider
him/herself here. We actually no longer view Eliza at thisitpdihe white nineteenth-
century American “refined and Christian” reader must appropttateerror of Eliza, and
introspectively examine his/her own pain upon reading this narrative.

However, this moment simultaneously addresses the reader’s ovpligtmn
the pain of Eliza, and any uncomfortable feelings he/she mightierpe at reading the
narrative. The “objections” of the reader can be alleviated lbydieering” his/her
“prejudices.” The “catching business” exists in realityragch as it does in the fictional
story of Eliza, Haley, and Tom Loker. Thus, the narrative doesllogt the reader to
indulge in what Hartman terms “the convergence of violence and pdeasthat is, the

facility of blackness in the other’s self-fashioning and the eblgleasure in securing the

% Hartman,Scenes of Subjectiph9.
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mechanisms of racial subjectiofi.” This sudden calling of the reader to him/herself in
Uncle Tom’s Cabirdisrupts this fantasy of the fictionality of the narrative, imchl the
reader is completely separate from, and not equally “subjetctéde suffering that Eliza
embodies. Instead, the reader simultaneously becomes the objabeaagent of the
pain of slavery. Theeader thus truly becomes simultaneously sympathetic to and
responsible for Eliza’s pain.

The novel ultimately renders racial categorization unstaltleeivast scope of its
movement between characters’ viewpoints. In her essay “lontaéind Gender
Insubordination,” Judith Butler describes the performance of sdtllws: “To say that
| ‘play’ at being [a lesbian] is not to say that | am not waally’; rather, how and where
| play at being one is the way in which that ‘being’ gets esstadad, instituted, circulated,
and confirmed ...It is through the repeated play of this sexubbtythe ‘I’ is insistently
reconstituted as a lesbian ‘I'; paradoxically, it is prdgisiee repetition of that play that
establishes as well the instability of the very catedoay it constitutes. For if the ‘I' is a
site of repetition, that is, if the ‘I’ only achieves the seambk of identity through a
certain repetition of itself, than the | is always displacgdthe very repetition that
sustains it.*® In other words, the performance of identity does not necessefiiégt a
true self, but a “semblance” of one that needs to be widelgbksited” and “circulated”
through repetition, and is thus continuously destabilized. Andrew PariégrEve

Kosofsky Sedgwick build on this definition of performativity bytiquing what they

3" Hartman,Scenes of Subjectiph6.

38 Judith Butler, “Imitation and Gender Insubordipat’ ed. Diana Fusdnside/Out: Lesbian Theories
Gay Theorie§New York and London: Routledge, 1991), 18.
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view as J.L. Austin’s “intent on separating the actor’s ioitetl practices from ordinary
speech-act performance¥.” Instead, Parker and Sedgwick argue, “If a spatialized,
postmodernist performative analysis like the present one can deaterestly one thing,
surely it is how contingent, and radicaligterogeneoyss well as how contestable, must
be the relation between any subject and any utter&ficeFor Butler, Parker, and
Sedgwick, the subjectivity of the speaker and his/her relationshipet words he/she
speaks is key to understanding performativity.

In Uncle Tom’s Cabinthe repetition or performance of different points of view or
eyes, calls attention to the destabilization of essentiall reelges or I's. As Robyn
Wiegman points out, “What the eye sees is not a neutral momeategtion but an
arbitrary and disciplinary operation, one in which experience islgcpuraduced in the
subject.*! This constructed or “disciplined” viewing and experiencing of exthijity is
highly evident in Stowe’s text through the manner in which the raadasintedly and
carefully treated to the viewpoint of virtually every charaatethis text (black or white,
“good,” or “evil”), from the desperation of Eliza Harris’s figwith her child in her
arms, to Haley the slave-trader’s urgency in finding them. isat, the same narrative
gets repeated or “performed” in different ways. At the aitit moment where Eliza
crosses the Ohio River with child in arms, the reader experiente€liza her zeal to

reach the other side: “With wild cries and desperate ershrgyeaped to another and still

3 ed. Parker, Andrew and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwidcformativity and Performangéntroduction:
Performativity and Performance” (New York and LondRoutledge, 1995), 4.

0 parker and Sedgwick, “Performativity and Perforoggh14.

“1 Wiegman American AnatomiesS7.
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another cake; stumbling - leaping - slipping - springing upwagdsh Her shoes are
gone - her stockings cut from her feet - while blood marked esteqy, but she saw
nothing, felt nothing, till dimly, as in a dream, she saw the Olie, §ind a man helping
her up the bank.” (118) The narrative prevents the reader fromexgag the potential
pain of Eliza’s bloody feet. Instead, the reliance upon the gerurdigdethe passive
voice in this passage emphasizes Eliza’s physical detachroanttie action her body is
performing. Eliza herself does not “stumble, leap, slip, and ‘ggrinRather, the
“stumbling, leaping, slipping,” and “springing,” coupled with the dashd®tween each
word that take the place of the noun subject, emphasize the abseBbeas body
within the narrative. Similarly, Eliza’s shoes “are goned #he stockings suddenly “cut
from her feet.” Thus, the substitution of purely descriptive wardshe place of
narrative sequence, effectively removes Eliza’s body frarptdssage, and consequently
shapes the reader’s particular experience of the scene. We dewdhe point where
Eliza’'s shoes come off, the ice slicing her feet, or the pdatic¢'stumble” and “leap.”
Like Eliza, we actually “feel nothing,” and what we do seehi@ narrative (the visual
markers of potential pain in her bleeding feet upon the cold ice)ysouates our own
physical detachment from it. Through Eliza’s viewpoint, we raot allowed to feel
physically what we literally see.

Yet, through Haley and Sam’s (a slave belonging to the Shathily) verbal
rehearsal of this scene, the reader also experiencessHlimg'sing as a spectator. After
Eliza successfully reaches the Ohio bank, the narrative imtabdiahifts to the

witnesses’ perspective on the other side of the shore: “Haley tbad a perfectly
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amazed spectator of the scene, till Eliza had disappeared up thevbankhe turned a
blank, inquiring look on Sam and Andy ... ‘The gal’'s got seven devils in betieve!’
said Haley, ‘How like a wildcat she jumped! ... ‘Lord bless yousi¥d couldn’t help
[laughing] now, said Sam, giving way to the long pent-up delight ofsbig. ‘She
looked so curi’s, a leapin’ and springin’ - ice a crackin’ - and ¢mlilgear her, - plump!
ker chunk! ker splash! Spring! Lord! how she goes it!" and SanAadsg laughed till
the tears rolled down their cheeks.” (119-120) Through the eyed/Haley and Sam,
the reader now views the embodiment of Eliza’s crossing thatsdmm the act of
external witnessing. Her “wild cries” of desperation tramsfanto her body “jumping”
like a “wildcat” through Haley’'s gaze. The disembodied “leapiagt “springing”
become narrativized and connected to Eliza’s body specificaiyghrSam’s viewpoint.
Eliza “looks” or physically appears “curi's” as Sam stdfesWe now see the ice
“crackin’,” and hear the sounds of her body “springing” upon it. Notably, algo
experience this scene through visually different narrative disespmoving from the
omniscient narrator’s descriptions of Eliza “stumbling, leapimg, $oringing,” to Sam’s
account (as a character within the novel) of Eliza “a leapin’ and springin’.”
Significantly, the reader simultaneously looks through the sladeitls gaze to
dehumanize Eliza (in her “wildcat jumping”) and experiences Saleasure at viewing
the escape of a fellow-slave. Tiouching Liberty: Abolition, Feminism, and the Politics

of the BodyKaren Sanchez-Eppler contends,

“2 Eliza’s embodiment at this point of the narrativeeinforced by the fact that the scene of hessirg is
retold through Haley and Sam’s actual physical @sicwhere the initial scene’s use of an omniscient
narrator emphasizes bodily detachment.
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The ability of sentimental fiction to liberate the bodies of daemoreover,
intimately connected to the bodily nature of the genrefits@entiment and
feeling refer at once to emotion and to physical sensationjrasdntimental
fiction these two versions of sentire blend as the eyes of reedalke in the
printed word and blur it with tears. Reading sentimental fictichus, a bodily
act, and the success of a story is gauged, in part, by ity abitranslate words
into heartbeats and sobs. This physicality of the reading emperiadically
contracts the distance between narrated events and the moment of theg, readi
the feelings in the story are made tangibly present inléisé bf the reader. In
particular, tears designate a border realm between the siiysareading, since
the tears shed by characters initiate an answering moistness indéésrege’
According to Sanchez-Eppler, the abolitionist text's reliance ortaties of the reader
(through its detailing of horrific practices that specificadliyns to affect the reader’s
emotions), substitutes the slave body’'s suffering for that oféhder, as the reader’s
physical tears call attention to the reader’s own suffering instead.

In this famous scene frordncle Tom’s Cabin(or arguably the most widely
recognized and read abolitionist text) however, the constanttrepedf different eyes
(or the stereotypical roles of the protective mother, the dehumgrstave-trader, and
the trickster black figufé) to perform the same scene, destabilizes the idea of 4,teal

emphasized by the novel's general third-person point of view. eSaticcharacters

3 Karen Sanchez-EppleTouching Liberty: Abolition, Feminism, and the Biok of the BodyLondon:
University of California Press, 1993), 26-27.

“* Eric Lott describes “slave-tale tricksters” asetfuently ... champions, heroes, [and] backdoor vidtars
the weak over the strongllLlove and Theft22)

42



ultimately speak through an omniscient narrator, the I/eybeoharrative continuously
displaces itself. The reader simultaneously experienceggimative “tears” of Haley’s
frustration, Sam’s potential “tears of joy” at witnessingz&k escape, and yet is
significantly blocked from shedding teansth Eliza, despite our obviously constructed
sympathyfor her. Eliza’s body pointedly becomes a spectacle only atecrbssing has
become narratively repeated and performed by multiple wigsesAdditionally, the
narrator constantly calls attention to Eliza’s lack of tearessymably because of the
extremity of her predicament. After Eliza has crossed &g successfully, the narrative
states, “The woman [Eliza] did not sob nor weep. She had gone &ueawhere tears
are dry; but every one around her was, in some way characteristic of thesnsbabwing
signs of hearty sympathy.” (150) Here, Eliza demonstratesamii¢hesis of bodily
excess. Not only does she not cry, she has been removed to avh&ee“tears are
dry.” The narrative has thus metaphorically removed her body frem. viWhile other
characters and the reader may “show signs of hearty symdathiliza, we cannot
substitute our tears (or the physical signifier for suffermghe sentimental genre) for
her, because she does not possess them. Consequently, the ndrridinede oTom’s
Cabin demonstrates the manner in which any essential identity prawesgnstable
category. The displacement of the reader’s own body (the deaesning from his/her
“eyes”) within the text, infinitely destabilizes his/her role or self (1)

As a result, whichever character the reader (as spectatbe dext) identifies
with, ultimately becomes categorically unstable as well. hig discussion of the

complexity of minstrelsy, Eric Lott states “The elasticunatof spectator identification
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suggests another possibility .... The blackface image ... constituted gdaple as the
focus of the white political Imaginary, placing them in aetst of misrecognition and

identification.™®

In other words, as Lott points out, “spectator identification” i
minstrelsy proves highly “elastic” in the sense that the tgpmc simultaneously
“misrecognizes” him/herself and “identifies” with the chaes onstage, achieved and
emphasized through the fact (well-known to the spectator) thatetthiermer is a white
subject in blackface. The reader’s simultaneous separatiorafidnforced involvement
with all of the various characters Wncle Tom’s Cabinexemplify this dual nature of
“spectator identificatior® While Uncle Tom is on a boat waiting to be sold at auction,
the narrative reads: “Having learned late in life, Tom wasabslbw reader, and passed
on laboriously from verse to verse. Fortunate for him was itthigabook he was intent
on was one which slow reading cannot injure ... Let us follow him a mo@e pointing
to each word, and pronouncing each half aloud, he reads, ‘Let - not - eart- be -
troubled. In - my - Father’s - house - are - many - mansibRgJo - to - prepare - a -
place - for - you.” (229) Here, the visual signifiers of varyidggrees of literacy
distinguish Tom from the reader. The halting and punctuated words Jf Teating
visually contrast with the earlier narrative flow of thettexn terms of reading (or the

only way the reader can “witness” the text's narrative a$ thioment), a blatant

“misrecognition” between Tom and the reader does indeed existe nBrrator's

45| ott, Love and Theftl52.

“5| am assuming here that Stowe’s original intendeatiers were made up of a white audience, largely
because her novel is so obviously one written toeae a specific political end, and white citizevere the
people holding virtually all of the political powar the United States in 1852.
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insistence that “we follow” Tom as well as her statement Tioen reads the one book
that “slow reading cannot injure,” decidedly emphasizes Tom’s “vailnigy” at the
white reader’s appropriative expense. The reader literatippizes Tom’s reading and
narrative, and as a result, essentially witnesses a perforntntem reading in a
panopticon-like setting. Like the viewing of the ostensible “chiaratin a minstrel play
(where the audience can see the characters but the chacacteos see the audience),
we can see Tom reading a text but he cannot see us reading hi&’body,

Moreover, the “literate” distinction between Tom and the reaglmms to suggest
a fundamental difference between the two “selves” that caernge overcome. In
explicating his “Trope of the Talking Book,” Henry Louis Gatés,claims “[in slave
narratives] black people could become speaking subjects only bybingctineir voices
in the written word ... The trope of the Talking Book is the ur-tr@ipthe Anglo-African
tradition. Bakhtin’s metaphor of double-voiced discourse ... comes torbbkack texts
through the trope of the Talking Book. In the slave narrativesaking the white
written text speak with a black voice is the initial mode ofripsion of the metaphor of
the double-voiced® If the reader’s main role to fulfill in conjunction witincle Tom’s
Cabinis in fact, to “read” it, any identification with Tom that istrappropriative proves

seemingly impossible. Since Tom as a literary characteronly become a “speaking

7 While of course, most characters in novels arecasisciously aware of their readers, thus rendering
them always exploited by readers to a certain éxténcle Tom’s particular vulnerability is emphasiz
here through our glimpse into his attempts to thadl are so markedly different from our own. Int just
witnessing but partaking in his dissimilar modere&ding (we have to read his reading to glean the
information given in this particular passage), we raaders are truly appropriating something that is
decidedly not our own.

“8 Henry Louis Gates, JrThe Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-Ameridaterary Criticism (New
York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988)011331.
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subject” through the “written word,” his inability literally to spethe same language as
the reader, renders him voiceless, reinforced by the fachéhapeaks through Stowe.
While of course every character in the novel ultimately relipsn Stowe’s voice to
emerge, Tom’s dependence upon her becomes blatantly visible gcéne. In order to
view Tom’s reading, the reader must experience Stowe’s innerdnat “we follow
him” and her insistence that his “slow reading” does not “injune’text. On one level,
it is Stowe who “inscribes’ her “double-voicing” as author and narfaoe. She places
Tom’s voice in this passage, and rhetorically informs us of thenarain which we
should read it. Tom then, does not “speak” at all.

However, this scene simultaneously places the reader in Tomtgpp$orcing
him/her to identify with him. In order to read the words that the text puts forttedaden
must experience them in the way that Tom does. The readervimuatly and thus
audibly acknowledge the break between every word that rendersttbé raading the
passage as slow and belabored a process for the reader asfirdbes). Thus, the
identification with Tom in this particular scene also renderg appropriation and
patronization of his subjectivity impossible on one level. Althoughréaeler must
experience his reading, the reader can never truly assumenantia lower degree of
literacy than what he/she has already learned and thus irreyactdshalized. To ask a
reader to imagine that he/she cannot read a certain word @r (®ezven to ask him/her
to imagine that this word or scene is difficult) proves a cotajyle@mpossible task.
Paradoxically, one has to in facead the word in order even to begin to imagimat

being able to read it. Indeed, one can only truly experience thig@neent if it actually
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exists, and of course, if one actually possesses difficulty wotldsvor illiteracy, then the
encounter is no longer imaginary. Thus, this passage simultaneaiisiyhie reader’s or
“spectator’'s” usage of the “white political Imaginary.” Imetparadoxical “inscription”
of Tom’s illiteracy in a “written” text, Tom “speaks” to us a “subject” with whom we
can neither identify nor misrecognize. This exhibition of Tonterdicy also always
indicates a displaced eye/l (or visually “speaking subject”) whben reader cannot
appropriatively identify with and consequently cannot racially esdizet The act of
reading the body of the text performatively replaces the act of readm&s Dody.

Thus, the question of whethencle Tom’s Cabirproves a resistant or complicit
text in terms of racial discourse, ultimately too becomesgeoaically unstable. Most
criticism surrounding the novel that does not immediately disntideriits racial
problematics, tends to view it through the lens of domesticity hed“¢entimental

novel.” Claudia Tate declares, “The mission of Uncle Tom’s Cahith other domestic

novels is to value women'’s work at home as responsible or integhahd¢toning and
moral society to ‘morally productive national polity*”In Sentimental Designs: The
Cultural Work of American FictignJane Tompkins attempts to rescue Stowe’s work
from charges of “literary artlessness” (an accusation frequemdlde by contemporary
critics and scholars towards female-authored sentimental nowelslaimning ‘Uncle
Tom’s Cabinis not exceptional but representative. It is the summa theolagica

nineteenth-century America’s religion of domesticity, a laniti reflection of the

9 Claudia Tate Domestic Allegories of Political Desire: The Blatleroine’s Text at the Turn of the
Century(New York: Oxford University Press, 1992). Tatebis no means alone in her readinglbicle
Tom’s Cabin Many academics and readers view Stowe’s teffieaguintessential domestic novel.
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culture’s favorite story of itself - the story of salvatibimaugh motherly love. Out of the
ideological materials at their disposal, the sentimental novedistborated a myth that
gave women the central position of power and authority in the culame;of these
efforts Uncle Tom’s Cabin is the most dazzling exemplarTompkins’s position is by
no means universal among contemporary scholars, especially whanes ¢o Stowe’s
own particular subject position in connection with her specific palificoject inUncle
Tom’s Cabin Karen Sanchez-Eppler for one, ultimately claims that bodies and
“bodiliness” have traditionally been erased in American politdisicourse. True
American citizens then, become those who are not embodied, thus egdhelivisually
identifiable bodies of African-Americans and women. For San&pgter then,
antislavery texts (most notably those written by white wometheir attempt to create a
“sympathetic identification” for the slave, end up actually expigithe slave body for
political purposes. As Sanchez-Eppler explains,

From the early 1830s through the Civil War, [the] assumptions of apimetcal

and fleshless political identity were disrupted and unmasked through the

convergence of two rhetorics of social protest; the abolitiorosicern with

claiming personhood for the racially distinct and physically owslagle body,

and the feminist concern with claiming personhood for the sexualyncti and

domestically circumscribed female body ... The bound and silent figutke

slave represents the woman'’s oppression and so grants the white aoreas to

political discourse denied the slave, exemplifying the way in lwklave labor

%0 Jane TompkinsSensational Designd25.
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produces — both literally and metaphorically — even the most basieeafdm’s

privileges™*

Since the possession of a visually identifiable body excludesewldmen from
citizenry, the centrality of the black body in their textewah these authors a new access
to political discourse in their own bodies’ absence from their novels. These whienwom
authors thus appropriate the slave body to reclaim their own.

On one level, Stowe exercises this practice of exploitatiorh@fstave body
precisely through her seeming identification with him/her. Dufiliga's escape, the
narrator interjects, “If it wergour Harry, mother, or your Willie, that were going to be
torn from you by a brutal trader, tomorrow morning ... how fast cgaldwalk? How
many miles could you make in those few brief hours, with thendaat your bosom, -
the little sleepy head on your shoulder, - the small soft aussrtgly holding on to your
neck?” (105) In forcing the reader to imagine him/herselthascharacter the story,
asides such as these also significantly call the readéeistiah to Stowe as author of
abolitionist discourse but not a body within it. She only asks theergadimagine
his/her own body “walking” and feeling a child’s “sleepy headdl &small soft arms”
around a “shoulder” and “neck,” and not her own. Stowe then, reclainttgras her
own, by disembodying herself as author of political discourse, butkéutiie slave

bodies in the novel) is not a visually embodied subject within it.

1 Sanchez-EpplerTouching Liberty,1-19. Similarly, Gillian Brown points out the palox that
domesticity held for women and their desires, stati'The nineteenth century advanced and delimited
individualism by identifying selfhood with the femine but denying it to women. What women wanted
was quite literally themselvesDomestic Individualism: Imagining Self in Ninetdeentury America
(Berkeley and Los Angeles, California: UniversifyGalifornia Press, 1990), 4-5.
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Scholars like Tompkins and Sanchez-Eppler have offered valuable caatrgout
to the study of Stowe’s text. However, the “sentimental” atargzation and structure
of Uncle Tom’s Cabirdoes not ultimately emphasize a reactionary or resistantestanc
towards either race or gender as much it does the unstable natueseotategories. The
doubling of names in this text (George Shelby/George Harrisg@irthe Quaker/Simon
Legree, Sam/Sambo, Uncle Tom/Tom Loker) demonstrates the ingeafuthie “types”
these individual characters represent, underscored by the fadhekat pairings often
specifically mirror each other in terms of characterizaind circumstance. Simeon the
Quaker represents liberation from slavery in offering his honzerafuge to the fugitive
Harris family, while Simon Legree embodies slavery’s oppressmmhcruelty. In Sam
and Sambo, the reader encounters two slaves whose actions and fasdicgnstructed
and mediated by the differing dispositions of their mastdre @enerally kind if
misguided Shelbys and the cruel Simon Legree, respectively). Bémarfirst hears of
Eliza’'s escape, he exclaims, “It's Sam dat’'s called inifiodese yer times. He’'s de
nigger. See if | don’t cotch her, now; Mas’rll see what Sam can do!” (96) ohly after
Sam learns that Mrs. Shelby does not want Eliza to be caughidralows himself to
rejoice in her escape and help her journey progress. Convelselgatrator explains
Sambo’s tendencies towards cruelty as follows: “Legree hatettdhim] in savageness
and brutality as systematically as he had his bull-dogs; andnigypractice in hardness
and cruelty, brought [his] whole nature to about the same rancgpatities.” (492) As
characters then, Sam and Sambo resemble each other to thalettdmtir personalities

are determined by their masters, narratively reflected isithi#arities and differences in
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their names. Sam and Sambo essentially possess the sameeaameonstructed
according to his individual situation.

Additionally, George Shelby and George Harris represent tygesvhite
masculinity and African-American masculinity respectively, achhpointedly turn out to
be similar forms. When George Harris leaves his wife and ébila chance to escape,
he tells Eliza, “I have been kicked and cuffed and sworn at, and béshenly let alone;
and what do | owe? [I've paid for all my keeping a hundred times dwaon’t bear it.
No, | won't! ... I'm going home quite resigned, you understand, as Wadl over. I've
got some preparations made - and there are those that will help me; and, in th@ttaurs
week or so, | shall be among the missing, some day. Pray foElina;, perhaps the
Good Lord will hear you.” (65) This bitterness towards slaverarasnstitution and
simultaneous determination to resist it, similarly occurs wfssorge Shelby (the
Shelbys’ young son) says goodbye to the recently sold Uncle Tlodeclare, it's real
mean! | don’t care what they say, any of ‘em! It's atpamean shame! If | was a man,
they shouldn’t do it, - they should not, so! ... Look here, Uncle Tom ... Imaght you
my dollar! ... button your coat tight over it, and keep it, and remembegry time you
see it, that I'll come down after you, and bring you back ... &8 $o it, and I'll tease
father’s life out, if he don’t do it.” (171-2) In both passaghks, determination to resist
slavery is emphasized through the italicization of words suchwas't” and “so.”
Significantly, the fact that neither George Shelby nor Georgeridd has reached
“manhood” under the eyes of the law (Shelby through his age, amnuk Hhrough his

status as a slave), renders them equally powerless to preednijustice that they both
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verbally recognize. Although of course, the crucial differencevdst the two Georges
is that George Shelby will eventually achieve manhood and citigensder the eyes of
the law while George Harris will not, the strength of Americaninstitution of slavery
proves too strong for both of them to rectify fully. George Shell®g dmt arrive at the
Legree plantation in time to save Uncle Tom from death, and Gddages must
emigrate to Africa with his family in order to experience true freedom.

Finally, Tom Loker’'s aggression contrasts with Uncle Tom’sdabee and
submission. Interestingly and significantly, both of these two ctesafail and succeed
on some level. Uncle Tom decides not to run away from Legrea whas given the
chance to (a resolution that causes his death, and one which manypmatgmeaders
especially, would deem a failed resistance to slavery), ganbistence that “the Lord’s
given me a work among these yer poor souls, and I'll stay withalethbear my cross
with ‘em till the end” (562) yields him a “salvation” and thus modeedistance that
from an American antebellum Christian perspective is an exlyesuecessful one.
Similarly, Tom Loker fails as a sympathetic characterabee he is a coarse, cruel
fugitive slave hunter whom the reader is encouraged to fear and.loatbiehe too,
becomes “salvaged” by the Christian love of the Quaker household, alagthgasene in
the text involves him giving Rachel Halliday (the Quaker woman whiodng both Tom
and the Harris family) tips for the fugitive family to avoid getting caught.

This scene also significantly takes place while Tom lies woudéagd. As a
character then, Tom Loker becomes most successful (sympathgleatos-wise) when

his aggression and traditionally masculine power has been removetiifdiady. The

52



narrative describes Tom Loker’s “conversion” as follows: “Asawéhis place take leave
of Tom Loker, we may as well say, that, having lain three watkse Quaker dwelling,
sick with a rheumatic fever, which set in, in company with hieeogfflictions, Tom
arose from his bed a somewhat sadder and wiser man; and, in pklagescatching,
betook himself to life in one of the new settlements, where hentsaldeveloped
themselves more happily in trapping bears, wolves, and other inhabitainésforest, in
which he made himself quite a name in the land.” (544) Similaien Uncle Tom
dies, the narrative states, “He began to draw his breath avith teep inspirations; and
his broad chest rose and fell, heavily. The expression of hisviecéhat of a conqueror.
‘Who — who, - who shall separate us from the love of Christ?’ ltk saa voice that
contended with mortal weakness; and with a smile, he fell asl¢&q1) The two Toms
thus resemble each other in their ability to “rise” both phylsiaaid symbolically in a
Christ-like manner. Both characters’ conquest over their pHyaftiations is textually
represented through some form of death. Uncle Tom physicakyvdnile Tom Loker
“dies” within the realm of the narrative in that he is nevemdeg the reader again.
Significantly however, both characters’ “deaths” inspire antiesia sentiment and/or
activism both within the world of the novel and for the text’'s read@@m Loker stops
hunting slaves, while the pathos involved in the depiction of Uncle Tomth deaonly
ideally creates sympathy within the reader, but also efdgt ends Uncle Tom’s

prolonged experience of the pain of slav&ry.The narrative thus paradoxically and

*2 Saidiya Hartman addresses the varied forms okstasistance enacted specifically through the body,
citing and describing practices such as “work slowds, feigned illness, unlicensed travel, the desitn
of property, theft, self-mutilation, dissimulatiophysical confrontation with owners and overseeas”
“redressing the pained body [which] encompassesatipg in and against the demands of the system,
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pointedly emphasizes the manner in which these two characterss deatch like the
Christian belief in Jesus Christ's death and consequent rising trengrave to save
humanity) create and save lives.

These two wounding scenes thus do not only serve the purpose of emphasizing
the strength and power of Christian salvation. They also signtfic demonstrate the
similar final circumstances of two vastly different chéees. Most importantly, the
primary difference between these two characters residdeicolor of their skin, and
their consequent contrasting situations, despite the fact thaththeythe same name and
end up performing a similar role within the narrative. Thre Masochistic Pleasures of
Sentimental LiteratureMarianne Noble claims that physical wounds in sentimental
literature

tantalize a viewer by seeming to make the inner self abteds scrutiny ...

Stowe’s sentimental wounding so powerfully evokes the fantasgrééqt access

to the other’s “real presence” that its failure to achieve phesence is partially

compensated by its ability to make thlasire itselfpresent to a reader. A wound

is a gap, a metaphor for the absence of the other. While niemertal wound
cannot heal that gap, its representation of the desire for “resdrpre’ partially

compensates for the inevitable deferral of “real presetice.”

negotiating the disciplinary harnessing of the hodnd counterinvesting in the body as a site of
possibility.” (HartmanScenes of Subjectipfl.) In dying then, Uncle Tom literally renddris body an
impossible “site of possibility” as a slave. ThhriStian overtones and ideology attached to thitiqudar
scene further emphasize this particular mode détamse. Tom's soul ascending to Heaven signidies
form of identity and identification for him that i longer tied to his body.

3 Marianne NobleThe Masochistic Pleasures of Sentimental Literat@énceton, New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 2000), 137.
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According to Noble, because a wound represents a “gap” or “abettive other,” the
particular representation of it in sentimental literature evdkes“fantasy of perfect
access” within the reader. The reader is able to feel ashimighe is viewing the “real
presence” of the wounded. Since the reader cannot truly ever see this “reat@sethe
wound doubly functions as a mask or “compensation” for the “inevitablerdifef the
“real presence.” In mirroring each other, the wounding scenesmafloker and Uncle
Tom each fill in the “absent” gap of the other, by additionally mgk¥isible to the
reader the deferral of the two characters’ “real pres¢ncather than merely the
representation of their wounds. In other words, in constructing thesscemes so that
they closely resemble each other, the narrative forces therreatienerely to feel
sympathy for and satisfaction in the salvations of Uncle Tom andLdaik@r as we look
closer at their bodies and consequently their seeming psyches, faat itorecognize
that these wounding scenes echo each other in terms of themptede outcome. In
mirroring each other, each scene thus constantly “defers” to theastbeas each image
of the “wounded Tom” continuously reflects the other one.

In these pairings of names and characters then, Stowe demortbigatestability
and thus fallibility of racial categories. What one is namnsatbt synonymous with one’s
essential being. White citizens, the enslaved, the cruel, the gheugnorant, and the
enlightened can all share the same name. Names thus also kecosidy deferred
mirror image as the reader literally views (through the ggsf visual reading) their
continuous visual reflection of other names in the text. Signifigairt! addition, by

coupling white and African-American figures through the usea acfhared namehe
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“speaking subject” or the white male citizen (who is in fabge bnly subject who
“speaks” in nineteenth-century America, in terms of democrdegfinition and
participation, i.e. voting, property ownership, etc.) also literallgobees an unstable,
displaced identity in the eyes/I's of the reader who distinguidifeesent characters, in
part, by their names.

Yet, the fact that Stowe reinscribes these categoriesriausgoints during the
course of her narrative problematizes this gesture. As Rlichiarborough correctly
points out, “Although Stowe unquestionably sympathized with the slaves, her
commitment to challenging the claim of black inferiority weejuently undermined by
her own endorsement of racial stereotypésStowe’s text is in fact highly unstable in its
political stance. In one of her asides to her readers, States $tn order to appreciate
the sufferings of the negroes sold south, it must be remembexedlltithe instinctive
affections of that race are peculiarly strong. Their l@atedchments are very abiding.
They are not naturally daring, and enterprising, but home-loving &actiahate.” (164)
This profound declaration of the “negro race’s” innate qualdegrasts sharply with the
implications of the pairs of names. This statement is also ureegliy Stowe’s voice,
not another character constructing a “racist” or stereotyperabrk, which additionally
seems to undermine her greater project.

However, when one takes into account the fact that these innateeguShtwe
expounds, reflect those that a nineteenth-century American woman glogskss, or the

“cult of true womanhood,” this passage becomes more politically complex, hedHig

> varborough, “Strategies of Black Characterizatidtew Essays47.
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the fact that this ideology did not provide a space for African-Agaermen or women.
Just whom Stowe is excluding and/or including here becomes a cataglissue, and
one that many critics and scholars have taken up with greatrfeiRobyn Wiegman
critiques this alignment by stating “[Stowe’s] reliance loa faulty analogy of blacks and

women is one of the means by which Uncle Tom’s Cabams to undo itself, subverting

its most overt political agenda by dissuading political alliameesng minoritized groups

... Uncle Tom’s Cabinmust struggle, quite overtly and unsatisfactorily, to undo the
significatory structures that attend male bodies in order tonfeenand hence humanize
the male slave>® Reconciling and/or explaining the conflation between race and gender
in Stowe’s text becomes a tricky problem indeed by contempstanglards, especially
given Stowe’s apparent essentialization of both groups.

One must remember however, that Stowe’s own role within her narrative arguably
renders her the most unstable “character” within the novel. Her aside todensrabout
“the Negro’s” innate qualities proves a politically jarringmment for most contemporary
audiences, given her seeming sympathy for the plight of sti\ers, it is significantly
also a profound structural shift within the narrative. In otherdgjothese asides
represent moments where Stowe inserts herself into a narthtivedecidedly never

includes her as a character within it. Stowe’s role as narthter proves a highly

5 Wiegman American Anatomied 94-197.

% It is necessary here also to recognize as LoraeRmrimportantly points out, the possibility that
“traditions, or even individual texts, could be id on some issues ... and reactionary on otherdesgn
one thinks of society as a monolithic whole agaidsich one must arise an equally monolithic oppasijt
then a progressive stance in one arena does rait & progressive view in all other arenas.” Lo@iro,
Home Fronts: Domesticity and its Critics in the dm¢llum United StategNew York: Duke University
Press, 1997), 1.
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unstable one, in terms of the reader’s experience of her. eStntinuously splits her
subjectivity within the narrative in terms of her role. Sincecaenot rely upon Stowe as
a consistent “type” of narrator and writer, the characters/iew within her narrative
become equally unstable as definitive “types.” Stowe aftep@htedly makes us aware
that it is she (in all of her inconsistency) who delineates them.

Thus, if one’s aim is to reddncle Tom’s Cabirwith the intent of formulating a
clear-cut decision as to whether this text is resistantograme will almost inevitably
reach an impasse but not one that warrants or justifies dadmoisg. To examine and
discuss the problematics of race representation in this novel prowesttavhile and
undoubtedly important task. However, to define what definitively congtitetgstance
and what does not within it according to our own contemporary standaamisqually
prove a troubling essentialization of race, especially given tttetliat the abundant
characters in this text “resist” their various positions amduoistances in so many
different ways. Uncle Tom’s decision to stay within slaverystove” his fellow slaves
contrasts sharply with George Harris’s flight to another contif@nexample. Both
characters however, effectively resist slavery to the extentby the end of the novel,
both have ceased to be slaves. One must also take into consid#ératfact thalncle
Tom’s Cabinis in fact, a blatantly resistant text, in its intentional comaggtion of a
brutally unjust institution based on racial paradigms. Simgilad defend this text's
particular mode(s) of resistance without acknowledging the pktiproblems it poses
in its discourse, is to ignore our own potential complicity as ersadnd subjects.

Instead, the complex and admittedly many times problematic mannehich the
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mechanics of this text function in terms of race and slal@rits audience(s) deserves
further careful investigation. Indeetncle Tom’s Cabinoffers its readers a text in
which categories of race and resistance become unstable, trethedefinitively fixed,

allowing us to examine them through many different eyes/I’s.
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Chapter 2: Domestic Boundaries: Resistance, Complicity and Domesitly in Harriet

Jacobs’sincidents in the Life of a Slave Girl

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s fictional depiction of African-Ancan identity and
slavery creates a complex interplay and instability betwsdonin and political message
regarding race and slavery. Harriet Jacobs’s 1861 slaveinatratidents in the Life o
Slave Girl too constructs a crucial political stance through an aestipetiperty
(narrative). Because Jacobs’s slave status yields her suchoanutiyf different subject
position from Stowe’s however, the manner in which Jacobs addressesidience
constructs a fundamentally different move from Stowe. In Jacobd sstee essentially
presents herself as a subject and character to be read.esdtawhile both Stowe and
Jacobs openly express the same ultimate political goal (thesel®f slavery), Jacobs’s
textual exhortations to the reader to end slavery based upon hexxperience create a
different aesthetic (and ultimately political) effect frontoBe’s frequent beseeching
intrusions as specifically aomniscientnarrator into her fictional narrative. In other
words, Stowe does not place her body within her text the way ttabslarguably needs
to do to accomplish her aims. Consequently, the narrative and pofiticaiples of
inclusion and exclusion that drive Jacobs’s text necessarily differ that of Stowe’s.
In Jacobs’s slave narrative, we importantly read not only kérkat her subjectivity as
well.

The autobiographical genre itself is one where form and culturaloighe

necessarily merge in a complex relationship, where one continuoiklgnces the
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other. Georges Gusdorf, whom Susan Stanford Friedman deems “the oflea
autobiographical studies? claims that “autobiography is not possible in a cultural
landscape where consciousness of self does not, properly speaking,.gXikis self-
consciousness is] the late product of a specific civiliza@®nThe very notion of self-
consciousness then, or an idea that is a specific cultural produethas makes
autobiography as a literary genre possible, according to Gusidmnies Olney on the
other hand, defines autobiography as primarily an individual experistateg that “We
can understand [autobiography] as the vital impulse — the impuldiée of that is
transformed by being lived through the unique medium of the individual laad t
individual's special, peculiar psychic configuration; we can understandas
consciousness, pure and simple, consciousness referring to no objedes itagHi to no
events and to no other live¥” For Olney then, autobiography represents a moment of
pure individual “consciousness” with no external influences whatsoever.

Many scholars of women’s autobiography however, claim that emsn
representation of “self-consciousness” within this genre necgssatdnds beyond pure

individualism. As Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson explain, “Womené&rigitinforms

" Susan Stanford Friedman, “Women’s AutobiographBeies: Theory and Practic&\fomen,
Autobiography, Theory: A Readexd. Sidonie Smith & Julia Watson (Madison: Theuvdrsity of
Wisconsin Press, 1998), 72.

*8 Georges Gusdorf, “Conditions and Limits of Autaigiaphy,” Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and
Critical, ed. and trans. James Olney (Princeton: Princetowvelsity Press, 1980), 29-30.

%9 James Olney, “Some Versions of Memory/Some VessafrBios: The Ontology of Autobiography,”

Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Criticadl. James Olney (Princeton: Princeton Univefiss,
1980), 236.
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their establishment of identity as a relational, rather tharitheiting, process®® Mary
G. Mason further states, “The self-discovery of female ideaéigms to acknowledge the
real presence and recognition of another consciousness, and theudisofdemale self
is linked to the identification of some ‘other.” This recognitioranbther consciousness
— and | emphasize recognition rather than deference — this grguofditientity through
relation to the chosen other, seems ... to enable women to write opbalyt
themselves® Critics like Smith, Watson, and Mason have made the argumenfothat
those marginalized by cultural ideology (in this case, women), mussess, (and
consequently its representation) apart from it, is impos&blézor many African-
American women writing autobiography, the act of writing about Hed#f has
traditionally been an authenticating gesture that must speak toalamat cultural
ideology. As Nellie McKay explains, “The black writer did natlacould not participate
in an ideology of self that separated the self from thekldtaenmunity and the roots of
its culture. Consequently, the personal narrative became a labtsiie on which

aesthetics, self-confirmation of humanity, citizenship, and the mgnde of racial

% Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, “Introductionugting Subjectivity in Women’s Autobiographical
Practices,'Women, Autobiography, Theo®;.

1 Mary G. Mason, “The Other Voice: Autobiographiéd\fomen Writers,"Women, Autobiography
Theory 321.

%2 More recent studies in masculinity have decongedithis notion of a purely individual identity
formation for white men in power as well. DanaN®lIson for example, ifNational Manhood: Capitalist
Citizenship and the Imagined Fraternity of Whiter\&aims that “identification” for white men
throughout American history “was directed not eapaitally, then, butertically, toward the more powerful
‘interest’ that overruled ‘individual’ desire — manally toward abstracted and idealized foundirtdes,
economically toward founding men.” Nelson ultimgitdeems this ideal an “impossible identity,” clangi
that it is “impossible in the sense that it is &mag/s-agonistic position, making it difficult fong human to
fit into a full sense of compatibility with its idéconstruction.” Nelsoriational ManhoodDurham and
London: Duke University Press, 1998), 22-28.
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politics shaped African-American literary expression ... [Blaaltobiographers’]
narratives begin from a stated (sometimes disguised) positioastadtlishes and asserts
the reality of self through experienc® For African-American writers then, the act of
writing about the self not only is one that defines individual consecesssin relation to
the Other, but also avows and affirms that identity.

Slave narratives in particular represent a unique phenomenon within the
autobiographical tradition because these authors’ portrayal ofethig@riences and their
self hood is so overtly tied to a cultural and then political argar(tbat of abolishing
slavery). Because one of the slave narratives’ main functiasstevdemonstrate the
slave’s humanity through the written word, the slave narrative autbated a self for
his/her audience quite literally through language. Like @blaiographical writers then,
the authors of slave narratives deliberately present and corstpacticular self for the
reader to view and experience. For the writer of the slavativarhowever, who has the
political task of convincing his/her readers to abolish slavery, titieeaticity of that
experience becomes especially important. For the slave narisgif«eepresentation and
argument are essentially one and the same, as the wraetlsehtic” experiences under
slavery serve as evidence for slavery’s cruelty and injustice.

Consequently, it is the complex interplay between the author and hisAdsr
that is key to understanding the slave narrative. Dwight McBddscribes this

relationship as follows:

% Nellie Y. McKay, “The Narrative Self: Race, Patisi and Culture in Black American Women'’s
Autobiography,”"Women, Autobiography, Theo86.
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The major debates [in antebellum America] were not only over &beren of
slavery as an institution but also over the nature of the slave .h &wc
understanding further uncovers the complex relationship between the sla
witness and those who would receive his or her testimony. The ftaad®ot
only constructedby the witness, but the imagined reader becomes completely
discursivefor the witness. The reader represents the fray of discoursds, so
speak, into which the witness must enter to be heard®t all.
In other words, the “imagined reader” of the slave narrative coetpldtives its form
and shape, as the reader comes to represent potentially competing antagonistic
discourse itself. The autobiographical creation of “self-consciogsnéthin a slave
narrative is necessarily shaped by the external influentteeakader, and all that he/she
may represent culturally and politically.

Unlike Harriet Beecher Stowe then in her nolkicle Tom’s Cabin Harriet
Jacobs in her slave narratirecidents in the Life of a Slave Ginhust represent or in
effect write her self in order to achieve her argumeninagalavery. In fact, despite the
similar goal of the two works, this crucial aesthetic ddfeee between them indeed
ultimately represents very different political implications, tiet least of which involve

Jacobs’s struggles with her identity as an African-Americataee,and a womarf> In

% Dwight A. McBride, Truth, Abolitionism, and Slave TestimdiNew York and London: New York
University Press, 2001), 2.

% In fact, Jacobs actually experienced a fraughsqueal relationship with Stowe that demonstratedesom
key differences between the two women. As Hazebfaxplains, “Jacobs rejected a patronizing difer
Harriet Beecher Stowe to incorporate her life siaty the writing ofThe Key to Uncle Tom’s CabitThis
incorporation would have meant that her history Midwave been circumscribed by the bounds of
convention, and Jacobs responded that ‘it neededmance.’ The suggestion that Stowe might writg, a
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contrast to the overwhelming abolitionist support a fellow slaveldfiek Douglass
received towards the 1845 publication of Nerrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass
Harriet Jacobs published her 1861 narrathn@dents in the Life of a Slave Gidrgely
through her own effort® Thus, although both writers speak their experiences of slavery
in their respective narratives, Jacobs’ simultaneous statuslage and a woman enacted
a multiple exclusion from the various communities that defined gmersonhood in
antebellum America. Because she was an African-Americanawpishe could not
belong within the domestic realm ruled by her white femaknéis. Instead, she was
employed as a “domestic worker” from outside the home, rather treated and
managed her own. Similarly, her gender prevented her fronyiegjthe support from
the masculine community that Douglass did. Indeed, Jacobs’stydaatian African-

American woman even prevented her from identifying with and belgngin the

control, the story of Jacobs’s life raised isswgreater than those which concerned the artstic

aesthetic merit of her narrative ... Jacobs knewtthggain her own public voice, as a writer, impledher
very existence as a mother and a woman; the tlondld oot be separated.” Carlieconstructing
Womanhood: The Emergence of the Afro-American Wavoaelist(New York: Oxford University Press,
1987), 49-50. For Jacobs, the manner in whictcshstructs and presents her voice is equal to the
particular message that her readers receive. Notbdisplayed in this particular conflict, tfiiem and
message proves ultimately to be different from Stsypeven though both women decidedly argued agains
slavery in their texts.

% As Kari J. Winter explains iBubjects of Slavery, Agents of Change: Women aneFn GothicNovels
and Slave Narratives, 1790-1863ust as slavery forced Jacobs and Douglassdorerdifferent forms of
exploitation, the gender structure of the Northvited them with very different opportunities. Jasavas
employed as a domestic worker by her female frieadd she completed her manuscript in 1858 only
because of her remarkable perseverance. Aftdydabk was finally published in 1861, Jacobs attaimed
‘limited celebrity’ among abolitionists ... Frederi€ouglass, in contrast, was strongly encouraged by
abolitionists to assume a prominent public positlmough speaking and writing. In 1841, he wastéu/

to speak at an abolitionist meeting and then waegltas a full-time antislavery lecturer. His bgsliling
Narrative was published in 1845, and he was encouragedigerand expand it repeatedly during the next
half-century.” (Athens and London: The UniversifyGeorgia Press, 1995), 44-45.
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particular community that Douglass himself represeffteBouglass was able to “speak”
his experience as a slave in a way that Jacobs couff nwet, in her struggle for
publication of her own narrative, Jacobs actually created a self that ktlueredundaries
between these communities that strictly defined identity daugtto race and/or gender.
She relied upon the money earned from domestic tasks to publish andhspeakn
narrative in the public forum. In this particular assertion of egenotions of what
constituted masculinity, femininity, whiteness, or blackness couldheaot lbe easily and
invariably aligned with the categories of public, private, domesticwage-earning.
Jacobs moved interchangeably within each realnindidents in the Life of a Slave Girl,
Jacobs enacts her resistance against slavery through congtaustmilarly fluid form of
self hood. In echoing and expressing her desire to adhere to theenthetentury
American cult of domesticity that dictated and defined white wosnielentities, Jacobs
emphasizes the common traits she shares with the white feo@mleaunity. Yet, by
additionally demonstrating that, due to her own unique categorizatiarfeasale slave,
she can never fully achieve all of the rules of domesticlggobs simultaneously
distances herself from her readers to forge a unique identitydtes not fall strictly

within any fixed category. As a result, in contrast to Stewkncle Tom’s Cabirwhose

7 As Winter further points out, “Jacobs and Douglegse well matched in age and abilities, and they
authored the most impressive texts in the Amerstawe narrative tradition. They fled to the Naatiound

the same time (Jacobs in 1842, Douglass in 1838),they became acquaintances who shared many
friends and many interests3iibjects of Slaveryi4). Thus, the two writers’ differing gender sl to be

the primary reason for their opposing experiennegeiting their narratives published.

% Douglass'’s relationship with the “supportive” whibolitionists who encouraged, funded, and cdetol
his publication and public speaking was of counsgblgematic at best, and exploitative at worst, hath
not suggesting that Douglass easily and unquedtipnibelonged within this community. However,
Douglass did enter into a space within this comtyuttiowever paradoxical it might be) that did not
appear to be even remotely available to Jacobs.
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fictional focus on racial binaries ultimately calls attentionthe instability of these
categories, inincidents Jacobs resists slavery by demonstrating and constructing an
experience and identity that deliberately blurs the boundaries betthheesocietally
imposed definitions of race and gender. In turn, the act of reagoofpgds text becomes
an equally fluid experience, as the textual boundaries betweemgwvahd reading

ultimately collapse.

“Writing the Self”

Anxiety over the establishment of boundaries played a large maineteenth-
century America’s conceptions and formulations of national idenAtythe time of the
publication of Jacobs’s narrative in 1861 (the beginning of the Civil Wa)nation was
figuratively and literally divided economically and politicallyesvslavery. Dwight A.
McBride explains,

The period from 1850 to 1861 was the “second period of militant-aboltnghis

evidenced by the fact that opposition to slavery in Americaratite during this

eleven-year period was greater and more effective than everebef the
antislavery movement. The reason for this radical increase iprdigieiction of
anti-slavery literature in this period was the passage dfulgéive Slave Act on

September 18, 1850, and the subsequent attempts to enforce it, whichdreveale

slavery in one of its worst forms ... While the welfare of steeve remained a

constant concern for the authors of anti-slavery literatureerCikil War period
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(1861-65), the issue of slavery took second place to a larger conceveryHie

of the nation, “so dangerously near extinctiéh.”

Thus, in its dispute over the “life” or identity of the nation, the IGiVar truly revolved
around the construction of American domesticity. The battle leetwwke Northern
(Union) and Southern (Confederate) sides rendered the war itsielfreestic war,” since
all of the fighting took place on American soil. Indeed, the mainlicotfetween the
two factions stemmed from the dispute over where to draw and deft@nala
boundaries. The Southern States’ attempt to secede from the Uniotighlgt@osed a
threat to and a reworking of the domestic identity of the United States.

The fact that slavery became the focal point for this ndtidispute proves
significant.  The conflict surrounding the placement of the slavg poditioned the
African-American subject in the center of a struggle that duiaally emphasized
his/her marginalization. InRaising the Dead: Readings of Death and (Black)
Subjectivity Sharon Holland argues that American black subjectivity is synoas with
death, claiming “The living seek nation status, and the dead setlve signifiers of that
loss, of that impossibility. But what is even more macabreeicolonial powers’ ability
to render the subjugated population as ‘dead,” as invisible, by imposfiagitiaus
narrative of independence on a people for whom self-determination fusu@stic
concept. Ultimately, the ‘primitive’ nature of the communityiestes the dead from the
place of the forgotten (the disremembered) and the hombhasging them back into the

discourse of the nation. The dead and the black subject all serve a dentance in the

%9 McBride, Impossible Witnessgg4-65.
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national economy and imaginatiof.” Thus, by ostensibly fighting over where the
African-American body resided and moved (free versus enslavedreadbheto the
Fugitive Slave Law that required the African-American body tdraesported into the
South versus abolishment of the law that allowed the Africaerfaan body to reside in
the North, etc.) the conflict of the Civil War emphasized theesa‘invisibility” or lack

of “nation status” by rendering his or her body extremely visible within th&swational
discourse. The African-American subject became a signifiethiorlife of the nation”
rather than an agent. Like the dead, the African-American bodynieeaaubject of the
living citizens’ definition of national identity.

This particular plight of the slave’s subject position resemblaateptions of
nineteenth-century American white womanhood on one level. The &fultrue
womanhood” in nineteenth-century America (like that of the role ofstage body in
relation to American political domesticity) equally relied upon rienner in which the
role of the female body constructed a national identity. Jane Tompgkiplains, “The
notion that women in the home exerted a moral force that shapecegheiats of the
[human] race had become central to this country’s vision of itself as a redeatine.”*
In other words, the locally domestic role that women performiglain their individual

homes directly contributed to the country’s sense of identity. Cooospdif domesticity

went hand in hand with the creation of American nationality.

0 Sharon HollandRaising the Dead: Readings of Death and (Black)j&uilvity (Durham and London:
Duke University Press, 2000), 25.

"L Tompkins,Sensational Designd 72.
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The contrasting role and performance of masculinity in thiheveever, on one
level placed white women in a similarly marginalized subjecitipos In her discussion
of patriarchy and its role within family structures in ninetbesegntury America, Dana D.
Nelson states “Husband is to wife as reason is to passion db;, fgevernment is to
nation. The horizontal axis functions by means of analogy torficte ordered
commerce. Man is to man as interest is to market aastatglovernment is to citizens ...
In this domain, men’s interests will be abstracted from paaticohes of family, class,
and region, and linked instead to those of other citizens ‘like’ thles what they have
in common will outweigh the threat of their differencés.” The singular ability that
white men possessed to enact their role as citizens, rendered them tlezfeategps and
thus agents of American nationalify. On the surface then, like the enslaved subject
during the Civil War, the performance of the female body withen domestic realm
became central to the discourse surrounding American identity dviésenwomen were
never able to fulfill the characteristics of citizenship themséefes.

Consequently, the desire to align Harriet Jacobs’s experierloeidents in the
Life of a Slave Girlwvith the position of white women in nineteenth-century America ca

prove strong, especially since Jacobs seems to address tineits® soncerns

2 Nelson,National Manhood45-46.

3 This idea is of course, reinforced by the fact tirdy white men possessed the right to vote, a
Constitutional provision that defined Americanzénship and agency.

™ In fact, many abolitionist feminists of the periatigned slavery with their own domestic oppression
Karen Sanchez-Eppler cites an 1836 anecdote byalihrie Child, claiming, “In Child’s story the
conflation of woman and slave, and of marriage boddage, results from difficulties in interpretitige
human body. The problems of having, representimgnterpreting a body, structure both feminist and
abolitionist discourses; indeed the rhetorics & two reforms meet upon the recognition that fothbo
women and blacks their physical difference from ¢hétural norms of white masculinity obstructs thei
claim to personhood.Touching Liberty 15.
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deliberately, by constructing a narrative that mimics thectire and themes of the
domestic or sentimental novel. This literary genre, largelgtemr by and for white
women, enjoyed great popular success in nineteenth-century Amelfisafictional
stories of heroines whose various trials serve to initiate amelifoiorce what Barbara
Welter terms the “four cardinal virtues of True Womanhood ... pi@tyity,
submissiveness and domesticify/functioned as an instructional manual for feminine
behavior and roles for its largely female audience.

The structure and languagelotidentsdoes follow the instructional nature of the
domestic novel on one level. Many scholars point out the simitafgtween slave
narratives and the domestic novel, citing the two genres’ equahtiatt to the
communication of a specific meaning or agenda. Sterling LeB&ted, Jr. for example,
describes the slave narrative as follows: “Some expliaglgd Christian theology; some
simply used religious language and its inherent values; othatthssentimental novel
to authenticate their experiences and convey meaning; yet othagbt st create
authority for themselves by looking outward and calling into questraditional
understandings of whiteness and blackness. Virtually all slavativas employed
masking strategies that were inscribed either in their Eggwr their descriptions of
experience.” Thus, like the “four cardinal virtues” of “True Womanhood” performed
and expounded in the domestic novel, the slave narrative too expressegeaence

from which an audience must learn. Ihtidents Jacobs clearly identifies her audience

S Welter, Dimity Convictions21.

% Sterling Lecater Bland, Jijoices of the Fugitives: Runaway Slave Stories Emeir Fictions of Self
Creation(Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 2000), 3.
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as white women, stating in her introduction, “I do earnestly désiezouse the women
of the North to a realizing sense of the condition of two millioh&omen at the South,
still in bondage, suffering what | suffered, and most of therwvtase. | want to add my
testimony to that of abler pens to convince the people of the Fates Sthat slavery
really is.”” Like the domestic novel then, Jacobs thus immediately establistieser
audience (white Northern women), and the lesson to be learned frahmgeaer
narrative (the evils of slavery).

Even Jacobs’s very narrative itself is framed by the ngitdf white women,
emphasizing the common language Jacobs speaks with them. Lyde Ghald, the
editor and sponsor dhcidentsalso pens an introduction to the narrative in which she
claims, “This peculiar phase of Slavery has generally beenveletd; but the public
ought to be made acquainted with its monstrous features, andinglilitake the
responsibility of presenting them with the veil withdrawn ... | dos]thkiith the hope of
arousing conscientious and reflecting women at the North to a setisar duty in the
exertion of moral influence on the question of Slavery, on all pesetatasions” (442).
Here, Child echoes the language of Jacobs’s introduction. LildbslaChild calls for
the “arousal’ of specifically Northern women. Significantly, @hitakes equal
“responsibility” for Jacobs’s “testimony.” Child claims to “gent” the narrative just as
Jacobs discusses the use of her own “pen.” The language of whitenvtlonsewrites
through Jacobs, and vice-versa. Similarly, Amy Post (a “wgleasd” white

abolitionist) writes an afterword at the endinglo€idents in which she states “The

" Harriet Jacobslncidents in the Life of a Slave Girkd. Henry Louis Gates, JiThe Classic Slave
Narratives(New York: Signet Classic, 2002), 440. All subsewnt citations will refer to this edition.
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author of this book is my highly-esteemed friend ... Her story, @sewrby herself,
cannot fail to interest the reader. It is a sad illustratifotine condition of this country,
which boasts of its civilization, while it sanctions laws andtams which make the
experiences of the present more strange than any fictions gdasté (667). Thus,
Jacobs’s actual narrative, or her own words, is sandwiched betweeestmonies of
these two women, reinforcing the idea that Jacobs belongs within the communityeof whit
women and their concerns. She can and does literally speak their language.

Jacobs’s manner of addressing her audience additionally resembiommon
motif within the domestic novel. The use of sentiment playedge lesle within the
structure of the domestic novel as Jane Tompkins explairSensational Designs
“Successful female authors told tearful stories about orphanwgitbse Christian virtue
triumphed against all odd$® The very title of Jacobs’s narrative suggests a story in the
pages to follow of a protagonist who follows a similar journeyhas of the domestic
heroine. The reader will learn of a “slave girl’s” story, mlike the manner in which
the domestic novel presents the tale of orphan girls. The infatiah of Jacobs in the
title additionally demonstrates her alignment with the doméstioine, in terms of the
“sentimental” response it aims to evoke from her readers. Jaigphicantly begins her
narrative with the death of her parents, stating “I was batawve; but | never knew it till
six years of happy childhood had passed away ... Such were the unusualwatéor
circumstances of my early childhood. When | was six years oldnotiper died; and

then, for the first time, | learned, by the talk around me, thatsl a slave ... | grieved for

8 Tompkins,Sensational Designd47.
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her, and my young mind was troubled with the thought who would now tageotane

and my little brother,” (445-447). Here, Jacobs immediatelybksites a vulnerability
that “sentimentally” appeals to the reader. Like the orphds girthe domestic novel,
Jacobs loses both of her parents at a young age, and is thrusharghavorld in which
she must fend for herself. She does not know “who will take care” of her.

Similarly, Jacobs’s declaration of her discovery that slaesiave at six years old,
induces pity and sentiment within her readers, through its emphases commonalities
with them. The issues that Saidya Hartman raises about empdiky condemnation of
the manner in which it functions across racial boundaries toxteatethat it erases the
individual experience of the enslaved or marginalized and cailmeserhpathetic
individual only to “feel for himself® emerge frequently within this text. In this
particular instance, by establishing that she lives sixsyebher life with absolutely no
knowledge or indeed, evidence of her status as a slave, Jacobs revealwmred
subjectivity with her audience. Slavery has been imposed upon teetp du specific
incident (her mother’s death), rather than a stigma that inatedgliattaches itself to her,
by virtue of her birth as an African-American. Jacobs thus sugygest slavery is a
condition that is randomly assigned, rather than an innate definitipersénhood. As a
result, the “sentiment” the white female reader begins toféeelacobs, truly becomes
empathetic, according to Hartman'’s definition. If Jacobs (who spgbkaksame language
and writes the same stories as her white female audienoejuddenly become a slave

where she was not one before, slavery can occur to anyone who suffegually

¥ Hartman,Scenes of Subjectiph9.
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unfortunate mishap. Jacobs’s story thus becomes the potential nasfdterereader. In
“feeling for themselves,” the white female audience fé®igacobs, and vice-versa. The
female slave and the white woman possess a similar plight.

Yet, Jacobs complicates this relationship with her audienceniytaneously
demonstrating the manner in which her own subjectivity fundamermliéfiérs from that
of her white female readers. Although the circumstanceshdtéwomen and African-
American women may have superficially appeared similar, in te@mé¢h-century
America, the “cult of True Womanhood” that domestic fiction expoundechptetely
excluded African-American women. I8ensational Designs: The Cultural Work of
American Fiction 1790-186Q@ane Tompkins brought domestic fiction to the forefront of
literary criticism as a viable genre worthy of study byuang “American women simply
could not assume a stance of open rebellion against the conditionsr difvésefor they
lacked the material means of escape or opposition. They had tpustayd submit.
And so the domestic novelists made that necessity the basis ontatbaiid a power
structure of their own. Instead of rejecting the culture’sierzasystem outright, they
appropriated it for their own use, subjecting the beliefs and custwahshad molded
them to a series of transformations that allowed them both it &nfl transcend their

appointed roles® This strategy of employing the dictates of the “cult afetr

8 Tompkins,Sensational Designd61. As touched upon in Chapter One, the debate the function
and/or worth of domestic fiction is a long and ards one that still continues today. $ensational
Designs,Tompkins responds, in part, to Ann Douglagle Feminization of American Cultyr@ which
she labels domestic fiction “rancid writing” andedes it decidedly unfeminist in nature. Hiome Fronts
Domesticity and its Critics in the Antebellum UditStates Lora Romero assumes a different approach
from both Tompkins and Douglas in her stance tfdly/ “intent] is neither to defend domesticity asoanh
of cultural expression nor to join the call for expanded canon; rather, [my] goal is to inquire itite

75



womanhood” as a means of asserting power and agency, is a potertebf resistance
for white women that literally cannot translate into Jacobg)X&eence or narrative. At a
crucial point in the narrative, Jacobs declares “And now reademeé to a period in my
unhappy life, which | would gladly forget if | could ... It pains teell you of it; but |
have promised to tell you the truth, and | will do it honestly, lebgt me what it may ...
For years, my master had done his utmost to pollute my mind withnfiagles, and to
destroy the pure principles inculcated by my grandmother, andothk rgistress of my
childhood. The influences of slavery had had the same effect on mihelgahad on
other young girls; they had made me prematurely knowing, concetmengvil ways of
the world. | knew what | did, and | did it with deliberate calgalgt (500). Thus, the
sexual purity that Jacobs intends and desires to uphold, due to slbeeogmes
absolutely impossible for her to maintain. As Hazel CarltgstdWhile the portrayal of
black women as defiant, refusing to be brutalized by slavery, cedntdreir
representation as victims, it also militated against the ragames of the convention of
true womanhood® Because she is a slave, Jacobs must exchange virtue for sabmissi
or vice-versa. She must either defy her master, one whom shxpested to obey, or

“submit” to a sexual relationship that exists outside the confofesiarriage. This

theoretical assumptions about power and resistanderlying contemporary debates about dominant and
oppositional cultures” (4).

8. Carby, Reconstructing Womanhoo@8. It should be noted here that Jacobs’s diedresses to her
readers, necessarily carries a profoundly diffepaiitical gesture from that of Stowe’s. Althoubgbth
women enact a potential transgression of propesteémth-century femininity through “speaking” withi
the public sphere in their texts, Jacobs must noeestly assert herself within her narrative, thriouger
necessary use of the “authentic” first-person.
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paradox renders Jacobs unable to adhere to either feminine codeadfferendering a
resistance such as Tompkins suggests, impossible.

Consequently, as an African-American female slave, Jacobsoaddlifi faces an
exclusion from and subjugation to the concerns and experiences of vdmtenw As
Kari J. Winter explains, “In relation to white men, white womeerevsubstantially
disadvantaged in the nineteenth-century literary and politicdtlwdtowever, in relation
to black women, white women wielded substantial power, which they useabasdd in
a variety of ways® This advantage that white women possessed in the struggle for voice
and agency becomes evident in Jacobs’s narrative as well. Although &Pl Post
seemingly emphasize their alignment with Jacobs in their ¢ggpeforeword and
afterword, they also in a sense, appropriate Jacobs’s testimion$willingly taking
responsibility” for the narrative, Child suggests that shéesane who truly writes and
presents the narrative. Similarly, although Post créaliislentsto Jacobs by stating that
her “story” is “written by herself,” the fact that the tiesonies of these two women
literally surround Jacobs’s narrative, simultaneously undermine atithority and
authenticity of Jacobs’s story, as well as emphasize the powe#hilof and Post. Child
and Post encapsulate and subjugate Jacobs’s narrative within theéestwronies, while
simultaneously distancing themselves from the direct experiehithe writer. Child and
Post, in effect, inform us of the manner in which we should read tiratiaa, by
describing for us what it is and what it does immediately before andiadtesad it. If as

Henry Louis Gates, Jr. claims, “Writing, especially aftez printing press became so

82 Winter, Subjects of Slaverg1.
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widespread, was taken to be the visible sign of reason ... Whatesheonsistent was
that black people could become speaking subjects only by inscribimgrthess in the

written word,®®

then, on one level, the voices that possess ultimate visibilitisn
narrative are Child’s and Post’s, since theirs are what tldereaews first and last.
Jacobs’s voice is indeed “inscribed” within her “written word,” lmutiso significantly
embedded within two others’.

However, inincidents in the Life of a Slave Gidacobs presents a self that, in
blurring the boundaries between fixed categories of race and rgeswhestructs an
identity that ultimately not only resists slavery, but the sgdijion and exclusion of her
experience as an African-American woman. The collapsed bountatwesen truth and
fiction in Incidents has led both Jacobs’s contemporary audience and more recent
scholarship to question the veracity of her narrative. As Rafiar Zxplains, “Until well
into the twentieth century, the receptionlinfidentsattested to the continuing difficulty
of Jacobs’, or any black woman writer's, gaining an audiencedfadath the ‘double
negative’ of black race and female gender, Jacobs ... had to camiténd skeptical
readership that said her work could not be ‘genuine’ because of hrasim on the
domestic, her ‘melodramatic’ style, and her unwillingness to depict hassali avatar of
self-reliance.®* Indeed, Jacobs’s opening sentences in her Preface immedaltéhta

guestion the roles of truth and fiction in her narrative. The Prdfagens “Reader, be

assured this narrative is no fiction. | am aware that someycddwentures may seem

8 Gates The Signifying Monkeyl29-130.
8 Rafia Zafar, “Introduction: Over-exposed, Undepesed: Harriet Jacobs aimtidents in the Life of a

Slave Girl} ed. Rafia Zafar and Deborah M. Garfieldarriet Jacobs and Incidents in the Life of a Slave
Girl: New Critical Essays (Cambridge: Cambridge \émsity Press, 1996), 4.
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incredible; but they are, nevertheless, strictly true. | heoteexaggerated the wrongs

inflicted by Slavery; on the contrary, my descriptions falldhort of the facts. | have
concealed the names of places, and given persons fictitious ng88%” Thus, Jacobs
“assures” us of the truth of her narrative, while openly informingfuke fact that she
has constructed “fictitious names” in the same breath. Shesiglsificantly claims she
does not exaggerate the “wrongs” of slavery, indicating that may indeed have
embellished the actual events.

The fact that she writes under the pseudonym Linda Brent also cateplithe
authenticity of the self she presents to her audience. Signijicainis act of openly
assuming another name also marks an important and complex momesistg#nce for
Jacobs/Brent. In his discussion of the significance of what hestarmnaming” or “the
refusal to be named” for African-American resistance, KihybBenston claims, “The
act of unnaming is a means of passing from one mode of represertat@nother, of
breaking the rhetoric and ‘plot’ of influence, of distinguishing thié fsem all else —
including Eros, nature and communif{i.”In pointing out to her readers, that she
substituting the name given to her for another one, Jacobs/Brent thus &girarself
by creating another “mode of representation.” In doing so, shanglisshes” her true
name (or one representation of the self) from all other influebgesendering it
indiscernible to her audience. Paradoxically and significantlyeliew this particular

form of self-distinction occurs precisely because it is unknown dasguised. In a

% Kimberly W. Benston, “I yam what | yam: The Topokun(naming) in Afro-American Literature,”
Black Literature and Literary Theoryed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (New York and LondBoutledge,
1984), 153.
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similar vein, Jacobs uses some of the same words that Child anémiasy in their
foreword and afterwort® For antebellum readers who, as Kari J Winter claims, “wante
to read slave narratives as passive reflections of the ‘fattstavery,®” who is truly
speaking, and what actually is being performed in Jacobs/Brent'atimarbecomes

pointedly difficult to discern.

“Reading the (Writing) Self”

As a result, the manner in which Jacobs/Brent's audience readsatrative
becomes of the utmost importance. Many contemporary scholarsesmqeedifficulty
interpretinglncidentsin their attempts to categorize it. Karen Sanchez-Eppleearthat
“Although the domestic constitutes the conditions under which [Jacad]Bvrites, the
feminine travails that order her plot, and the locus and the goal ddtdhe she tells,
Jacobs’ narrative is nevertheless a document of exclusion frodohestic.?® Sanchez-
Eppler, thus readincidentsas a narrative that deliberately works against the cult of
domesticity. Joanne M. Braxton on the other hand, views the narnatteems of its
resemblance to autobiography, claiming “Incideat®lves from the autobiographical

tradition of heroic male slaves and a line of American womeriting that attacks racial

% In fact, due to these similarities, and Child’aini of “responsibility for the narrative,” many deas
believed that Lydia Marie Child may have writtexcidentsherself.

87 Winter, Subjects of Slaverg7.

8 Sanchez-Eppleffouching Liberty 88.
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oppression and sexual exploitatidfi.Most critics then, in readinpcidentsas part of or
against a specific genre, simultaneously reinforce the sepafaiwreen author and
reader in their interpretation of Jacobs/Brent’s narrative. |a\the recognition of the
text's resemblance to the conventions of the domestic novel or dke shrrative
tradition is undoubtedly important, what is certainly equally sigaift (if not more so) is
the particular role the reader brings to the narrative.

In fact, Incidents ultimately defies genre classification by disrupting those
boundaries between writer and reader. As Carla Kaplan points bat miscussion of
feminist writing, “Narrative exchange can be the means of the vergl $amsformations
it seeks to reflect and represefft.Within her own narrative, Jacobs/Brent enacts this
“narrative exchange” through merging the subject positions of Ihensé the reader.
Within the slave narrative tradition, the narrator's demonstratfdms/her literacy was
an important strategic factor in resisting slavery. KabiVinter explains, “Restrictions
against literacy grew more severe in the nineteenth centursiaas holders became
increasingly fearful of slave revolts ... Slave narrativeg, their mere existence,
demonstrated that slaveholders’ power was not absolute and that black peopl
intelligent human beings. Thus the texts were always, inevjtabhywersive* Indeed,

Jacobs/Brent’'s own demonstration and overt attention to her abiligatb and write,

8 Joanne M. BraxtorBlack Women Writing Autobiography: A Tradition viiti Tradition (Philadelphia:
Temple University Press, 1989), 23.

% Carla KaplanThe Erotics of Talk: Women’s Writing and Feminiaradligms(New York: Oxford
University Press, 1996), 11.

L Winter, Subjects of Slavergs.
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becomes a literal and figurative means for her to denounce slalretgcidents when
Jacobs/Brent first escapes, she states, “Before night, tlosviftd advertisement was
posted at every corner, and at every public place for miles round: $30ARE! Ran
away from the subscriber, an intelligent, bright, mulatto girl, edinda, 21 years of
age. Five feet four inches high. Dark eyes, and black hair indlinedrl; but it can be
made straight. Has a decayed spot on a front tooth. She camdeadite, and in all
probability will try to get to the Free States,” (549). Thuspbgsessing the ability to
read her own reward notice, Jacobs/Brent can literally éreaatscape more easily. She
knows what her pursuers and the general public will be on the lookout foshanthn
disguise herself as necess&ry. Additionally, Jacobs/Brent's ability to present this
reward notice within her narrative (or reinscribe this writingthim her own)
demonstrates her common humanity with her reader. Jacobs/Brerdachand write
this notice just as well, if not better than her audience caho Wads and who writes
this notice then, become indistinguishable entities. Through herxlitelacobs/Brent is
thus able to “subvert” her status as a slave through controllingdfilement of her body
and her narrative. Consequently, her own subjectivity becomes adteigiocy, and one
that cannot be innately or unproblematically assigned.

Jacobs/Brent’s simultaneous use of the motifs of the cult of domesticity \nehi
slave narrative additionally reinforces this collapse of the boyrastiveen writer and

reader, rendering an unproblematic classificatiorinofdentsimpossible. Where the

92 Jacobs/Brent does in fact, later disguise heeseli sailor in a key element of her escape platingt‘|
passed several people whom | knew, but they didraocbgnize me in my disguise,” (565). Thus,
Jacobs/Brent’s ability to read and write not orgyablishes her common humanity with her readertshéu
ability to assume citizenship, by easily disguidimgself as a white man.
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domestic novel functioned as an instructional manual for white femimghavior, in
Incidents Jacobs/Brent instructs her similarly white female audidrme& to react to
slavery by firmly placing them within the narrative, rathleart speaking to them as
passive recipients. Jacobs/Brent’s attention to her domestis dstia slave aligns her
closely with her readers, while simultaneously establishingirtiportant manner in
which she differs from them. Early in the narrative, Jacobs/Rilants, “My mistress
was so kind to me that | was always glad to do her bidding, and fwdaldor for her as
much as my young years would permit. | would sit by her sidehéors, sewing
diligently, with a heart as free from care as that gf fa@e-born white child ... The slave
child had no thought for the morrow; but there came that blight, whichuiebdy was on
every human being born to be a chattel” (447-448). As the subsmsss and
obedience of the young girls in domestic novels exemplify theinejirdacobs/Brent’s
happy willingness to do her own mistress’ “bidding” aligns éth the domestic
heroine?® Similarly, Jacobs/Brent’s “heart” possesses the samefteat’ emotions as a
“free-born white child.” Jacobs/Brent thus shares many of the sharacteristics as the
“free-born white child” who is the domestic heroine.

Yet, this passage is also laced with language that at#éiation to the fact that
Jacobs/Brent is simultaneoustpt the domestic heroine from whom her audience is

accustomed to learning. Jacobs/Brent’'s mistress, although séernbiegevolent, is

%3 One comparison that easily comes to mind is theim scene in Susan Warner’s 1850 domestic novel,
The Wide, Wide Worloh which the young heroine’s task of making heotied mother’s tea “was Ellen’s
regular business. She treated it as a very griéaie, @nd loved it as one of the pleasantest éndburse of
the day ... She had the greatest satisfaction in geéat the little her mother could eat was prepéoed

her in the nicest possible manner.” (New York: Heinist Press at the City University of New York,
1987), 13.
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nevertheless a slaveowner. Jacobs/Brent can be as carsfreewfite child, but she is
decidedly not one. The “blight” that is to befall Jacobs/Brestasgery, a plight that her

white female readers will never share. Although Jacobs/Bpestks the same language

as the domestic novel, she does not occupy the same position as its heroine. Thus, to read
Incidentssolely as an “exclusion” from or inclusion within the cult of dstigaty or the

slave narrative “tradition” proves impossible. The resemblance t@geme only calls
attention to the other, and vice-veréa.

As a result, the position of the reader within the framewoilkaflentsbecomes
equally fluid. In her preface, Jacobs/Brent claims “I have nidtenrmy experiences in
order to attract attention to myself ... Neither do | care titexympathy for my own
sufferings” (439-440). Even before we read her narrative thembsdrent thus
immediately informs us of the manner in which we should readSignificantly, this
prescribed reading involves one in which the reader must work witéinarrative rather
than passively receive it. Jacobs/Brent does not want to “adttaation to herself,” nor
does she desire “sympathy.” In a first-person narrativeishatipposed to inform her
reader of “incidents” within her “life,” this initial move to deft attentionaway from
herself, rather than place her individual experiences as the aantegr discourse,

situates the reader in an ambiguous position. If Jacobs/Bremidthegor of the slave

% In Self-Discovery and Authority in Afro-American Naiva, Valerie Smith calls attention to this
particular strategy of Jacobs’s, stating, “By pimigtout the similarities between her own story démase
plots with which her readers would have been famillacobs could thus expect her readers to igtentif
with her suffering. Moreover, this technique woeldable them to appreciate the ways in which slaver
converts into liabilities the very qualities of tvie and beauty that women were taught to cultivat&he
acknowledges that however much her story may releesuiperficially the story of the sentimental hami

as a black woman she plays for different stakestriagee is not the ultimate reward she seeks.”
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987), 37-42.
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narrative that is supposed to impart to us the “facts” of her experiencdaa®pdoes not
wish us to focus on herself, the role and consequent self thatatier ferings to the
narrative becomes equally difficult to define.

Instead, Jacobs/Brent constructs a narrativénandentsthat equally “attracts
attention” to the reader. In the narrative structurelnmidents Jacobs/Brent uses
empathy to placeesponsibilityon the reader, rather than allow the reader merely to
appropriate the narrator's own pain. Towards the end of her narratiken
Jacobs/Brent has escaped to the North, and still must be constarnlig watch for her
former owners, she declares “Reader, if you have never beawvea wbu cannot imagine
the acute sensation of suffering at my heart, when | read thesnaimMr. and Mrs.
Dodge, at a hotel in Courtland Street” (658). Superficially, tlatestent exemplifies
Saidiya Hartman’s definition of empathy perfectly. By dine@ddressing the “acute
suffering” she feels to the reader, the pain Jacobs/Brentierpes as a slave becomes
that of the reader’s. Jacobs/Brent’s particular experience becomes lost.

However, in this statement, Jacobs/Brent simultaneously emphdsiztzct that
the reader has in fact, “never been a slave.” Since Jaceht/@vertly states in her
preface that she writes for white Northern women, the “if” im address becomes
obviously absurd. Both Jacobs/Brent and her audience know fully thaedder” she
addresses has never experienced slavery. Thus, by placing thesaqaately within the
narrative while simultaneously distancing herself from her, Jacobs/Brenstftite reader
to condemn slavery by assessing her own true complicity and iiblie W, rather than

appropriate or fully understand the narrator's experience. Adtier Jacobs/Brent
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specifically states that if one has not experienced slaveey,aamnot imagine” her pain.
The direct address of the reader that emphatically distinguis@égou” of her audience
from the “I" of Jacobs/Brent further emphasizes the separatiovebatthe narrator and
reader. If the reader “cannot imagine” Jacobs/Brent’s “safférshe must, in fact, look
inward, and examine herself. The act of readhudentsthen, becomes one where the
reader must simultaneously “write” the text as well, fillimgthe spaces and gaps that
Jacobs/Brent does not allow us to see or “imagine.”

As a result, Jacobs/Brent demonstrates the manner in whicleentieicentury
readings of race can prove equally fallible, especially irctmmection between visibility
and racial hierarchies. lAmerican AnatomiesRobyn Wiegman elaborates on this idea
by claiming, “The visible negation of ‘blackness,’ ... prefiguresacial indeterminacy,
demonstrating how the ‘logic’ of race in U.S. culture anchors whsteine the visible
epistemology of black skir?® Thus, as Wiegman explains, American constructions of
whiteness revolve around visibility and negation. One can determinenabd through
what one is not (a visibly raced body). Whiteness then, becomes symosywith
invisibility. Because of his/her visibility as a raced body thiea,black subject is denied
personhood® This notion of visibility in terms of race, also significantimphasizes the

corporality of the black body, while rendering the white citizenoat ethereal. If the

% Wiegman American Anatomie1.

% This relationship between invisibility, whitenessid power is rehearsed in Richard Dy&Whkite Dyer
argues, “As long as race is something only appieedon-white peoples, as long as white people ate n
racially seen and named, they/we function as a humeam. Other people are raced, we are just p€ople
(New York: Routledge, 1997), 1.
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white citizen is invisible, he is not only not defined solely throhighbody, but suggests
that he may, in fact, not even possess one.

In Incidents,Jacobs/Brent disrupts this racial boundary by rendering whiteness
and the raced body equally and simultaneously visible and invisible. Yéoebs/Brent
informs Dr. Flint (her master who has repeatedly attempted tweder into a sexual
relationship) of her pregnancy by a white man, the scene readioassf “He ordered
me to stand up before him. | obeyed. ‘I command you,’ said he, ‘tmé&eilhether the
father of your child is white or black.’ ... | did answer. He sprapgn me like a wolf,
and grabbed my arm as if he would have broken it ... He raisédinisto strike me; but
it fell again. | don't know what arrested the blow. He sat dowith Wps tightly
compressed,” (506-507). Here, the white body exudes visibility. [t fSprings
upon” Jacobs/Brent like “a wolf.” His “lips” are “tightly comgsed.” We view
decidedly physical manifestations of his rage. Jacobs/Brent’s, loodihe other hand,
remains strikingly invisible. Her “answer” to Dr. Flint dogst even appear in dialogue.
Her body is invisible, and even intangible (Dr. Flint cannot stideg. In this scene, Dr.
Flint is certainly the body that we view.

Yet, Jacobs/Brent presents more than a simple reversal iaf rales in this
scene. She simultaneously demonstrates the manner in whichhbgfseof visibility
and negation blend together, rendering race as a visual determingetirsohhood
indiscernible. The whiteness of the father of Jacobs/Brent'd stalys Dr. Flint's hand.
However, the fact that a child in antebellum America, as Jd8d/states early in her

narrative “follow[ed] the condition of the mother” (486) proves sigaiit. This
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nineteenth-century law further reinforced the idea of white ibNitsi, discounting white
male participation in sexual intercourse, as well as focusintemextreme visibility of
the pregnant African-American female body. Within her body thEtobs/Brent
possesses the invisibility of whiteness (the child in her womd)tle visibility of race
(her own status as a slave, and the role her unborn child will soon have to f6lldws,
whiteness becomes an invisible power on many levels that drivescéme. It will
determine the subject position of Jacobs/Brent and her child, bso ipedvents Dr. Flint
from touching her body as well (an action that is legally gratttddm as a slaveowner).
Consequently, the visual markers of race begin to merge, rengenngy, citizenship,
and personhood, roles that are not achieved solely by white men.

Thus, domesticity becomes the means through which Jacobs/Bretmuctnthe
fallibility of strictly established racial and gender boundariéter incorporation of the
seduction narrative common in the domestic novel in her relationshipDsitlFlint,
demonstrates the manner in which the desire for domestic virtumtcalways match
real experience. In his discussion of the libertine in domesttorii, Leonard
Tennenhouse argues, “For all the stories in which the lack of arprdpeation delivers
the young heroine into the clutches of a libertine, there aresalas many in which
education provides no protection from him at all ... In contrast withsBrdomestic
fiction, American seduction stories condemn neither the seducer naothan seduced

so much as the underlying cause of seduction, which it attributles thsparity between

" This duality is further complicated by Jacobs/Bieown mixed genealogy. Within the first paragrap
in the narrative, Jacobs/Brent establishes thapaents were “In complexion ... a light shade of nislv
yellow, and were termed mulattoes” (445). JacolesiBthus immediately points to the manner in which
visual markers of race were becoming less andfibesd.
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desire and economic necessity. Thus, Tennenhouse locates the cause of seduction in
terms of economics rather than in the heroine’s ability to read her seducer.

In Incidents Jacobs/Brent demonstrates the manner in which slavery (an
economic system) causes every man (regardless of his “gasiggrform the role of the
libertine. Tennenhouse describes the libertine figure as one gemerate[s] desire for
that which he defiles, desire that can only be gratified bypsiocethe defiled element
into the family whose very identity depended on casting her®dtiis figure that poses
a threat to the family’s sense of “identity” easily martgegself in Incidentsin the
character of Dr. Flint. In a chapter ironically titled “Theials of Girlhood,”
Jacobs/Brent tells us, “I now entered on my fifteenth yearadaepoch in the life of a
slave girl. My master began to whisper foul words in my &&ung as | was, | could
not remain ignorant of their import ... He was a crafty man, asmrted to many means
to accomplish his purposes. Sometimes he had stormy, terrific, Wetsmade his
victims tremble; sometimes he assumed a gentleness that he thaugjlgurely subdue.

Of the two, | preferred his stormy moods, although they leftrambling. He tried his
utmost to corrupt the pure principles my grandmother had instilled” (470). Here then, D
Flint poses a threat to Jacobs/Brent’s virtue that is simuteshe prefigured as an
inevitable “defilement.” The title of the chapter, as welllss fact that Jacobs/Brent’s
“fifteenth year” automatically signifies a “sad epoch in tife of a slave girl,”

demonstrate that Dr. Flint's “foul whispering” indicates almmstite of passage for the

% |eonard Tennenhouse, “Libertine Americdifferences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies11.3,
1999/2000), 7-12.

% Tennenhouse, “Libertine America,” 6.

89



slave girl*® The fact that the actual content of Dr. Flint's “whispers” do apear for
the reader, additionally reinforces the fact that Jacobs/Brerpsrience is not unique.
The “foul words” are “trials” that every slave girl must enduae some point.
Jacobs/Brent’s identity as a slave can only be maintained bymimileg her familial
sense of self, or the “corruption” of her grandmother’'s “principlesDr. Flint’'s
“craftiness,” cruelty, and threat to Jacobs/Brent’s sexuatypand virtue blatantly signal
that he is a dangerous figure.

Yet, Dr. Flint is not the only dangerous male character or seducer in ttatvear
Jacobs/Brent's strategic sexual relationship with a “sympathehite “gentleman,”
complicates the role of the libertine, as well as those of sedu@and desire.
Jacobs/Brent introduces Mr. Sands by stating “It chanced thahiee unmarried
gentleman had obtained some knowledge of the circumstances in whistplasad. He
knew my grandmother, and often spoke to me in the street. He betarssted for me,
and asked questions about my master, which | answered in part. préssed a great
deal of sympathy, and a wish to aid me. He consequently soughtwoppestto see me,
and wrote to me frequently ... By degrees, a more tender feedipgioto my heart ... Of
course, | saw whither all this was tending ... It seems lesadiag to give one’s self,
than to submit to compulsion. There is something akin to freedom in havavgr who
has no control over you, except that which he gains by kindness ankinsdtdc... |

thought [Dr. Flint] would revenge himself by selling me, and | wae my friend, Mr.

190 The title of course, also ironically points to tfat that, unlike the domestic heroine, the “gialf
girlhood” for the slave will alwaysnvolve a direct threat to sexual purity that igually impossible to
overcome.
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Sands, would buy me ... Of a man who was not my master | could dskvéomy
children well supported; and in this case, | felt confident | shouldrotita boon” (501-
502). Thus, here, Mr. Sands appears to be a foil for Dr. Flint. Hacisbs/Brent’s
“friend.” He expresses “sympathy” and a desire to “aidbbaBrent. Significantly, he
also appears to grant Jacobs/Brent an agency that Dr. FlintndbesJacobs/Brent
seduces Mr. Sands on one level, by recognizing “whither allwhs tending,” and
exercising control over her own body and offspring. She in ¢acipses with whom she
will have a sexual relationship, thus ensuring the “necessitffeetilom for herself and
her childrent®* Superficially, Mr. Sands appears to be the “good” choice, whildInt
exemplifies the evil libertine whom Jacobs/Brent should avoid at all costs.

Yet, this type of narrative where Jacobs/Brent must choose tnee¢t’ mate,
ultimately does not play out this neatly or definitively. Asd8@a Hartman points out,
“Seduction erects a family romance — in this case, the elatmoief a racial and sexual
fantasy in which domination is transposed into the bonds of mutualiaffestibjection
idealized as the pathway to equality, and perfect subordinationrettdlze means of
ensuring great happiness and harmadfi§.Indeed, despite their different modes of
“seduction,” there are many striking and equally sinister anitiégs between Dr. Flint

and Mr. Sands. Both men employ “gentle” and “kind” tactics witloldsiBrent, modes

191 The fact that Jacobs/Brent ultimately gives upitlea of marrying a free black man with whom shiais
love, also emphasizes the strategy of her relatipngith Mr. Sands. As Jacobs/Brent declares, 1byer
was an intelligent and religious man. Even if bald have obtained permission to marry me whileaswa
slave, the marriage would give him no power to ggbime from my master. It would have made him
miserable to witness the insults | should have Isedjected to. And then, if we had children, |\krteey
must ‘follow the condition of the mother.” What artible blight that would be on the heart of a free
intelligent, father! Fohis sake, | felt that | ought not to link his fate withy own unhappy destiny,” (486).
Thus, the “necessity” of overcoming her “destinypsrsedes the desire of love.

192 Hartman Scenes of Subjectip89.
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of “seduction” that she definitively finds “less preferable.” h&ke Dr. Flint employs
“many means to accomplish his purposes,” Mr. Sands “sought many oppestutaitsee
Jacobs/Brent. Both men thus possess a decided agenda in theirtioneraath
Jacobs/Brent. After all, while Mr. Sands may appear a pt#échoice to Jacobs/Brent,
he desires a purely sexual relationship with her, just as idt.déles. What the two men
want from Jacobs/Brent is the same, and is equally threatémihgr grandmother’s
principles.

In fact, Mr. Sands’s continuous inability to act on behalf of JdBobst and her
children, renders him on many levels, even more dangerous than mdr. Bluring the
seven-year period that she hides in her grandmother’'s garret, /Baeobsactually
physically leaves her hiding place to plead with Mr. Sands toabdyfree her children:
“Mr. Sands was elected [to the Senate]; an event which oossime some anxious
thoughts. He had not emancipated my children, and if he should die theybecatidhe
mercy of his heirs ... | supposed he would call before he left, te@agthing to my
grandmother concerning the children, and | resolved what course toltakalay before
his departure for Washington | made arrangements toward eveairggt tfrom my
hiding-place into the storeroom below. | found myself so stiff anchsy that it was
with great difficulty | could hitch from one resting place to &eot... ‘Oh, Linda,’ said
he, ‘I knew your voice; but | was afraid to answer, lest mynétishould hear me. Why
do you come here? Is it possible you risk yourself in this housey afbenad to allow
it. | shall expect to hear that you are all ruined’ ... [Jacabstg ‘| want nothing for

myself; all | ask is, that you will free my children, or authorize sameed to do it before
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you go’ ... He promised he would do it and also expressed a readinesské any
arrangements whereby | could be purchased” (579-580). Thus, Mr. SaroHly
expresses his “sympathy” with Jacobs/Brent, but does not takdedimytive action to
stop the “madness” that he sees occurring. He proclaimrenfagement at the fact that
Jacobs/Brent “risks herself in the house,” but offers no means doerdger from this
potential perif® Yet, Mr. Sands is not definitively portrayed as insincere eittgy
paraphrasing Mr. Sands, Jacobs/Brent demonstrates her own difficulgading his
character. He “expresses” his “readiness” to help, but Jaagelns/Bnd the reader are
both left unsure of whether he will actually do what he promises or Mot Sands thus
presents himself as a character that is neither definjitoha@blicitous, nor a completely
trustworthy ally.

In his unreadability then, Mr. Sands ultimately poses the bigbesat to the
freedom of Jacobs/Brent and her children, and thus, a large contribstareoy itself.
Despite Dr. Flint’s cruelty, Jacobs/Brent can read him irag that she cannot with Mr.
Sands. After her escape to the North, Jacobs/Brent receivitsrdHat she immediately
recognizes as Dr. Flint's disguised writing: “This letteaisasigned by Emily’s brother,
who was as yet a mere lad. | knew, by the style, thatstneawritten by a person of his
age, and though the writing was disguised, | had been made too unhappwy igrmer
years, not to recognize at once the hand of Dr. Flint ... Did theoglduppose | was
goose enough to go into such a trap? ... | did not return the familyntd &y thanks for

their cordial invitation - a remissness for which | was, no doudyged with base

103 Jacobs/Brent also takes great care to point @itNtr. Sands is a newly elected senator, emphasizin
the idea that he certainly has the political anzhemic power to help her if he so chooses.
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ingratitude” (632). Thus, Jacobs/Brent can literally read Dnt'Blcharacter. She can
recognize his writing, his voice, the letter’s true purpose ‘@sap,” and can even predict
“without a doubt,” his reaction to her lack of response to his lettAs a result,
Jacobs/Brent can protect herself and her children from the insithi@at Dr. Flint poses
to their liberty. She does not “return thanks” for the “corch&itation,” thus ensuring
that the Flints do not receive any additional information about her eabeuts.
Conversely, Jacobs/Brent must physically put herself in dangdedving her hiding
place to talk to Mr. Sands. She also thoroughly depends on him tondufyem her
children. Her inability to predict his behavior gives her no otheice than to rely on
his word, or a “fantasy,” as uncertain as it might prove. Thub|lying the boundaries
between what constitutes seducer/seddfkdjbertine/hero, and desire/necessity,
Jacobs/Brent demonstrates the manner in which slavery rendeosilpndhe domestic
narrative impossible, but also the fact that the construction fbiosel and subjectivity
cannot be categorized in binary terms. The white man who ownsamessénd is
“sympathetic” to their plight, but engages in sexual relationshiggs them, can equally
render their bodies as captive as any cruel slaveowner.
The depiction of Mrs. Flint as a seducer of Jacobs/Brent witigitentsalso

pointedly calls attention to the particular role of white women lavesy. Karen
Sanchez-Eppler describes white female identification with tmale slave’s experience

with sexual abuse as follows:

194 jJacobs/Brent further problematizes this binaryHgyfact that she is not genuinely “seduced” bigegit
Sands or Flint, according to the terms of the “stida narrative.” She does not mistakenly fallone
with either man. In fact, the one man she does [tive “intelligent and religious man” who embodike
virtuous qualities shehouldlove), due to slavery, cannot even exist as aioopor her. See footnote 45.
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In the writings of antislavery women the frequent emphasis orsggeifically
feminine trial of sexual abuse projects the white woman’s $eaeties onto
the sexualized body of the female slave ... The figure ofldwe svoman, whose
inability to keep her body and its uses under her own control isynaael openly
recognized, becomes a perfect conduit for the largely and unackiyaaléailure
of the free woman to own her own body in marridge.
In other words, according to Sanchez-Eppler, through “sexualizinigheale slave’s
body in their texts, white abolitionist women gained a form of rcbrdver their own
bodies and sexuality that was usually lost under white pdtabstrictures. While the
character of Mrs. Flint is decidedly not an abolitionist, the maimnehich she responds
to Jacobs/Brent’s “sexualized” body, demonstrates a definitispladiement of white
female sexual anxiety. Jacobs/Brent informs us that after Mint discovers that her
husband has been propositioning Linda, “She now took me to sleep in a roonmngdjoi
her own. There | was an object of her especial care, though het ekpecial comfort,
for she spent many a sleepless night to watch over me. Sométmoé&e up, and found
her bending over me. At other times she whispered in my ear, aghthiowas her
husband who was speaking to me, and listened to hear what | would an$vgée
startled me, on such occasions, she would glide stealthily awathenéxt morning she
would tell me | had been talking in my sleep, and ask who | wksgato. At last, |
began to be fearful for my life,” (477). Here, Mrs. Flint regaownership of her own

“sexualized” body (an agency that has been lost due to her ipdbilstop her husband

195 sanchez-Epplefouching Liberty22-23.
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from having sex with Jacobs/Brent) through effectively substgutnerself in his
patriarchal role. Like Dr. Flint, Mrs. Flint “whispers” inrda’s ear, disguising herself
as him. Mrs. Flint's own anxiety regarding the complete laatootrol she has over the
role of sex within her marriage (or effectively her own bodgydmes displaced onto
Linda. It is now Mrs. Flint who dictates where Linda’s body wilbve and reside, and
like Mrs. Flint's inability to protest anything her husband does, Lislaendered
powerless under Mrs. Flint's word and gaze.

Moreover, Mrs. Flint assumes this power over Linda through mimiakatgust
her husband, but white patriarchy itself. As Gillian Brown explaidgelded to the
market activities generally available only to white men, psge individualism
obviously reflects a masculine selfhodd®Thus, in individually possessing Linda by
controlling the movement of her body, Mrs. Flint is able to assumeipthat is notably
associated with masculinity. In fact, in regards to thisqdar scene, Hortense Spillers
states “In the case of the doctor’s wife, she appears not to feawedvher body at all,
but to desire to enter someone else’s, specifically, LindatBren an apparently classic
instance of sexual ‘jealousy’ and appropriatiot.Indeed, under Mrs. Flint's “especial
care,” Jacobs/Brent becomes an object as Mrs. Flint’'s “wlgspentinuously penetrate
Jacobs/Brent’s ear or her body. Significantly, Mrs. Flirgratits to exhibit control over

Jacobs/Brent’'s words themselves, listening intently to Linda’snpate“answers,”

1% Brown, Domestic Individualism2. It should be noted here that Brown arguesAhgerican nineteenth-
century domesticity seemed to offer a “feminizatioh selfhood” for women that was ultimately
unattainable.

197 Hortense SpillersBlack, White, and in Color: Essays on American raitere and Culture (Chicago
and London: The University of Chicago Press, 20233.
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informing her that she has been “talking in her sleep,” andmnuanisly asking her to
whom she was “talking.” It is immediately after this lasimission that Jacobs/Brent
declares she is “fearful” for her life, a worry that is nesepressed (despite her evident
horror and disgust) in any of her encounters with Dr. Flint in $latant terms. In her
encounters with Mrs. Flint however, Jacobs/Brent’'s very narraiva stake, as Mrs.
Flint attempts to control and construct that as well. In ingathis incident then,
Jacobs/Brent thus exposes an ugly truth within the narrative ofi¢ganedomesticity
under slavery. In the domestic role white women are forced to upidgr slavery,
instead of maintaining the familial and private sphere, what uttenately give birth to
instead, is the perpetuation of slavery.

Thus, by rendering domestic spaces and roles simultaneoustgtihige and
confining in her narrative, Jacobs/Brent resists the idea tygterson can be identified
and defined through solely one categorization, be it slavery or‘dhie of true
womanhood.” For Jacobs/Brent, motherhood becomes a source of both strength and
oppressiort®® At one point during her hiding period, Jacobs/Brent bemoans, “This lady
[Mrs. Sands], who had no children of her own, was so much pleased Weth E
[Jacobs/Brent’s daughter], that she offered to adopt her, andheimgp as she would a
daughter ... When grandmother reported this to me, | was tried dsastd endurance.
Was this all | was to gain by what | had suffered for tileeof having my children free?

... | had no trust in thee, O Slavery! Never should | know peacayilthildren were

emancipated with all due formalities of law” (593). Thus, Jacobs/Brent'steudt” are

1% | ora Romero claims, “The Revolutionary-era ideaR&fpublican motherhood is in some sense the
precursor of domesticityFlome Fronts14.

97



rendered more acute because of the existence of her children.arénsyo more bodies
besides her own that Jacobs/Brent has to find a way to liber&ie.conhstant threat of
having them taken from her, “tries” Jacobs/Brent “beyond her endutahegeed, the
existence of her children becomes another means through which slaessomay
oppress her.

Yet, Jacobs/Brent’s children also lend her the determination lbategjuires to
break free from slavery. After Dr. Flint threatens her childiaring her confinement in
the garret, Jacobs/Brent declares, “I heard of the old doctoratshkeut they no longer
had the same power to trouble me ... Whatever slavery might de,tet would not
shackle my children. If | felt a sacrifice, my little one®re saved,” (562). The
knowledge that she can “save” her children keeps Jacobs/Brent hidéém tvit garret
that makes her “stiff and clumsy.” The determination to &beher children becomes a
source of strength that keeps Jacobs/Brent concealed withindiney place (despite her
discomfort), and safe from Dr. Flint herself. He no longer holdsshme power” over
her. Jacobs/Brent’s performance of motherhood or the “precursor t@storty”
becomes one that neither fully complies with the “cult of truemanhood” nor
completely refutes it.

Similarly, Jacobs/Brent’s seven-year occupation in her hidiageplemonstrates
a performance within a domestic space that simultaneously oppr@sdeemancipates
her. Jacobs/Brent describes her experience in the garret assfolidlae storeroom
opened up on the piazza. To this hole | was conveyed as soon as d édmeh®use.

The air was stifling; the darkness total. A bed had been spreihe dioor. | could sleep
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comfortably on one side; but the slope was so sudden that | could matntihe other
without hitting the roof ... | was eager to look on [my children’sef but there was no
hole, no crack, through which | could peep. This continued darkness was ofgprdssi
seemed horrible to sit or lie in a cramped position day aftgrwighout one gleam of
light. Yet, | would have chosen this, rather than my lot as a,dlasagh white people
considered it an easy one; and it was so compared with the fatkens” (568). Thus,
Jacobs/Brent’s physical occupation in a room of a house (the spheiaetéenth-
century femininity) literally suffocates her. The air“®ifling,” and her body must
continuously exist in a “cramped position.” On one level, the spaddomiesticity
becomes one of complete oppression. It literally controls and ps'atine movement of
her body.

However, Jacobs/Brent’s occupation of this space simultaneouslys dfter
freedom. Jacobs/Brent states openly that she prefers the ‘&aamyperience of the
garret over her “lot as a slave.” Her position in a room|takts over the “piazza,” also
places Jacobs/Brent in a unique position of power. Jacobs/Brent figtidumes,
“Southerners have the habit of stopping and talking in the streetd, laeakd many
conversations not intended to meet my ears. | heard slave-huntersglaow to catch
some poor fugitive. Several times | heard allusions to Dr. Fhgself, and the history
of my children, who, perhaps, were playing near the gate ... Hadatesiespicion rested
on my grandmother’'s house, it would have burned to the ground ... Yet thersowa
place, where slavery existed, that could have afforded me so goplhca of

concealment” (571). This power of invisibility that Jacobs/Brent gusss further
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reinforces her ability to blur the boundaries of race and subjectivitilis scene. In
Discipline and PunishMichel Foucault argues that power itself is invisible, clainfiitg
is] capable of making all visible ... [it is] a faceless g#za transform[s] the whole
social body into a field of perception: thousands of eyes postedneheng,**® Thus, in
her ability to see the people below her, where they in turn canndtesedacobs/Brent
enacts a “faceless gaze” that confirms her position of power.c&hbkear conversations
“not intended to meet her ears,” as well as keep herself agpoisDr. Flint's plans.
Significantly, Jacobs/Brent’s invisibility also enables her &mdcend visual markers of
race. She can assume an invisible power as well. Thus, byrneillyeembracing
domesticity, nor completely rejecting it, Jacobs/Brent constraiself that, in its inability
to be categorized, resists subjugation.

By blurring the boundaries between what constitutes individuality and
community, Jacobs/Brent additionally resists subjugation of all pdmgdales herself.
The community of women that can become a source of strengtiefdiotestic heroine
and her readél® can transform into a means of appropriation and subjugation for
African-American women. As Katherine Clay Bassard points ‘datdiscussing the
linkages among history, African-American culture, and commurstholars proceed

from assumptions about the interrelationship of race, culture, and cotgrthati have

199 Michel FoucaultDiscipline and Punish: The Birth of the Pris@mans. Alan Sheridan, Reprint, New
York: Pantheon, 1977), 214.

10 As Jane Tompkins explains, “[Domestic] fiction gzats an image of people dominated by external
authorities and forces to curb their own desiras; ds they learn to transmute rebellious passiom in
humble conformity to others’ wishes, their poweslesss becomes a source of strength. These novels
teach the reader how to live without power whilegimg a protracted struggle in which the strategiethe
weak will finally inherit the earth”§ensational Design465).

100



gone unexamined. That is, the presence of black culture is sesdance of and as an
index to the presence of a collective known as ‘black’ pedpte.Thus, by asserting her
own experience as an African-American woman, Jacobs/Brent runsisthef her
narrative being viewed by her readers as representatereof slave body. As a result,
individual personhood becomes lost and negated.

Jacobs/Brent avoids this potential erasure, however, by simultéyeous
emphasizing the manner in which the members of her community resamdbldiffer
from each other. Most scholars, in fact, make much of figuresAik& Nancy and
Jacobs/Brent’'s grandmother in their ability to aid and provide examgielacobs/Brent.
Jacqueline K. Bryant for example, asserts, “It is ironic ftree grandmother], who is
free, is not liberated, and Aunt Nancy, who is enslaved, is tdaxkrand clothed in her
right mind ... Aunt Nancy has not experienced freedom, but she embreedem and
wants for Jacobs and her children in life what she will expeg®nly in death - freedom
from enslavement. Freedom is something she wants so muchdblas’Jexperiencing it
will serve vicariously for Aunt Nancy*** Figures such as Aunt Nancy do assume a
great importance in Jacobs/Brent’s narrative. Jacobs/Brenilsestne death of Aunt
Nancy as follows: “My aunt had been stricken with paralysis. I§kd but two days
[after her illness], and the last day she was speechless meT the death of this kind
relative was an inexpressible sorrow. | knew that she had db@ety murdered; and |

felt that my troubles had helped to finish the work. After | heargeofliness, | listened

11 Katherine Clay Bassarpiritual Interrogations: Culture, Gender, and Cowniity in Early African
American Women’s WritingPrinceton, New Jersey: Princeton University Bré899), 127.

12 jacqueline K. BryantThe Foremother Figure in Early Black Women'’s Litera, (New York and
London: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1999), 62.
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constantly to hear what news was brought from the great house;602)1 Thus, on
one level, the death of Aunt Nancy holds great significance for dhstrciction of
Jacobs/Brent’'s narrative and selfhood. It lends Jacobs/Brenhaxpfessible sorrow”
and guilt. Significantly, the “paralysis” of Aunt Nancy towaittie end of her illness
resembles Jacobs/Brent’s own restriction of movement in the.g&wat Nancy and her
death begin to blend with the construction and presentation of JacobsBoent’
identity.

Yet, the fact that Jacobs/Brent emphasizes that Aunt Nanayaisle to speak,
underscores the important truth that Aunt Nancy possesses ahstbiy mot being told.
Additionally, Jacobs/Brent experiences similar epiphanies atdath of Mrs. Bruce (her
Northern white friend who houses her when she escapes from the Suitien Mrs.
Bruce dies, Jacobs/Brent declares “In the spring, sad newstoam® Mrs. Bruce was
dead. Never again, in this world, should | see her gentle faceaotkr sympathizing
voice. | had lost an excellent friend,” (643). As with Aunt Nanagpbs/Brent's sorrow
at Mrs. Bruce’s death is bound up with the manner in which Mrs. Brasecontributed
to Jacobs/Brent’s narrative. She has “sympathized” with Jd&@odls plight.
Significantly, the fact that Jacobs/Brent emphasizes that sheewer hear Mrs. Bruce’s
“voice” again, demonstrates the latter's separation from titaoa Her “voice” is
decidedly different from Jacobs/Brent’s. Jacobs/Brent also signifycdrgthrs the news”
of both women’s deaths, rather than directly experiences them, fueinéorcing the

idea that their stories are not the same as the writer’s.
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Consequently, the fact that Jacobs/Brent details the de#tes# two women in
particular, proves significant. Death was an important motihendomestic novel. As
Jane Tompkins explains, “The power of the dead or the dying to retieeimregenerate
is a major theme of nineteenth-century popular fiction and religizasture.**®
Indeed, the “pure” deaths of both Aunt Nancy and Mrs. Bruce servienportant
function for Jacobs/Brent. They both cause her to look introspectieddg, stock of
what the two women have sacrificed for her, thus sanctifying theansimilar manner.
However, these two women are decidedly not the same. Aunt Nercglave, while
Mrs. Bruce is a free white woman. Aunt Nancy’s literal dedsio then, reinforces the
figurative death or the negation of personhood for the raced subjectyag that Mrs.
Bruce (by virtue of her white skin) does not experience. Thus, linfits&-person
narrative (which by nature, excludes a first-hand account of othaatinas),
Jacobs/Brent simultaneously emphasizes the fact that her varfatiile indicative of
the evils of slavery) is not representative of every individual’s story.

As a result then, the meaning the reader ultimately defiges Jacobs/Brent’'s
narrative becomes twofold. Towards the very end of her narrativeprsicigims,
“Reader, my story ends with freedom; not in the usual way, withiage,” (664) thus
pointing to the fact that she has escaped the confines of botmysémek domesticity.
She is a free subject, and a free woman. Most importantlgd®m” becomes a concept

that Jacobs/Brent has achieved and defined on her own terms. Inety sdtere

individuals are defined and categorized according to supposedly innates, trut

3 Tompkins,Sensational Design4.28.
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Jacobs/Brent’'s mode of resistance becomes one in which she conastseifs that in
blurring the boundaries between these binaries, potentially transagndgation. If one
cannot strictly categorize her according to the dictateghat constitutes a true slave, or
a true woman, Jacobs/Brent forces her audience to recognizeakaate her unique

identity.
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Part II: Reading the Black Body

Chapter 3: Reconstructing Discourse: Feminine Voice in the Work of Fances

Harper

The nineteenth-century African-American female poet and novéetences
Harper’s particular usage of discourse in her literary workckdasinly not been without
political controversy, most notably in her 1892 nolodh Leroy''* Harper's seemingly
deliberate choices regarding tiygpe of discursive voice her poems utilize, become
crucial to understanding and examining the visual motifs surrounding hEuya
representations of African-American identity. During one of Feandarper's many
lectures in the American South during the Reconstruction era, skab#s with great
indignation the brutal hanging of a seventeen-year-old slavieeabrink of the Civil
War’'s end. The girl's vocal expression of excitement regarthegforeseeable Union
victory prompted her executid®® This effective and fundamental silencing of an
African-American woman’s voice provides a particularly disturbax@mple of the
combination of nineteenth-century American racism and sexism duiog
concurrently. Presumably, the young woman’s hanging had much totlidevi race,

and her consequent failure to adhere to her submissive slave dtiiwgver, the fact

14 |n the introduction to the novel, Hazel Carby psinut the novel's inauthentic use of the African-
American vernacular. (Boston: Beacon Press, 198ibell This will be discussed in more detail late
this chapter.

115 Melba Joyce Boyd recounts this incidentDiscarded Legacy: Politics and Poetics in the Life
Frances E.W. HarpefDetroit: Wayne State University Press, 1994),.123
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that her actual statement expressed her desire to marryaahd $amily with a Union
soldier may account for the particular brutality of her executibfer crime became
doubly offensive because she also crossed prescribed feminine boubhgargsessing
a desire, or in effect, speaking. The need to construct and expriesdeafeminine voice
surfaces continuously in Harper's body of work. Indeed, her decisioeldte the
incident above to a large body of people demonstrates her concerne tiMhinodern
reader who reads Harper for the first time will probably be tbldentify the particular
issues she treats in her poems immediately (i.e. abolition, tangee literacy, etc.), her
poetic treatment of the feminine voice (while obviously importanhéo) may not
necessarily appear as clear and direct. However, her inhabitdti@rworld in which
sexism additionally strengthened and (in many cases) even prevaver racism
compelled Harper to treat the feminine voice poetically iaréiqularly strategic manner.
She accomplishes this feat by constructing her various pbbijedas in her poetry in a
manner that revolves around and relies upon the feminine voice. Hanmterise
involvement in the abolitionist cause before the Civil War, induceddheonstruct an
individual feminine voice in her pre-Civil War poetry by establishiognections and a
common humanity with her audience/readers. Conversely, Harpenssm@ctin civil
rights and racial uplift during Reconstruction allowed her to shaptcplhe a distinct
African-American female identity through increasingly distagcthe feminine voice
from her audience/readers. Through these techniques, or in effectpnuoosty
constructing her own discourse, Harper subtly ensures that, no mhat#tethe issue, her

audience/readers will hear and absorb a woman'’s voice and outlook.
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Voice and orality themselves played a large role in FrancegseHsa poetry and
her life. In their discussions of Harper, both Dorothy Sterlind Klelba Joyce Boyd
devote a considerable amount of time to the poet’s frequent lectuBioth Sterling and
Boyd also include firsthand accounts of the mesmerizing effecpdf's voice in
particular had upon her audiences. We are Your Sisters: Black Women in the
Nineteenth CenturySterling includes one observer’'s assessment of Harper aguttit
and expressive, with a voice that could be heard in the back t&¥With this historical
information in mind, Fahamisha Brown’s assertion Othat “a ‘writality’ is achieved
for African-American poetry in the intersection of oral and kusound and
appearance'’ seems appropriate with regards to Harper. She embodied a very
prominent and strong vocal persona, yet still composed a writtendfqubetry. At the
most basic level, Harper indeed lived as both an oral performer and a Igeedry

In Harper’'s case, these two lives do indeed intersect through hér paaision of
the feminine voice. Maryemma Graham'’s statement that Harpeers primarily saw
her as a “supremely oral poét?indicates the indivisibility of Harper’s vocal persona
and literary vOO00OOentures. The fact that Graham chooses to intrbdyaeet through

the manner in which her contemporaries view her, also demonstreesxtreme

importance of audience in Harper’s poetry. In fact, of the Bitleolarly treatment that

16 Dorothy Sterling,We are Your Sisters: Black Women in the Ninete@athtury (New York: W.W.
Norton & Company, 1984), 160.

17 Fahamisha BrownPerforming the Word: African-American Poetry as Naular Culture (New
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1994), 41.

18 Maryemma Graham, “Introduction” ed. Maryemma Grah&omplete Poems of Frances E.W. Harper
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), xxxiii.
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surrounds Harper’s poetry, most of it does treat her choice gldage specifically in
terms of its rhetoric for an intended audience. Melba Joyce Beayudil/sis of Harper’'s
abolitionist poetry irDiscarded Legacy: Politics and Poetics in the Life of Frances E. W.
Harper, concludes that these poems exhibit the manner in which racisnmfantily
interacts with sexism. Boyd presumes that when Harper “fagjusfethe perspective of
the slave woman, [she] exposes the oppressive nature of the whitechatrslave
society.™'® Robyn Wiegman iimerican Anatomies: Theorizing Race and Geradso
notes the general prominence of gender in what she calls “abwitidiscourse.”
According to Wiegman, abolitionist works “routinely stressed teedgred aspects of
enslavement, marking a similarity or sameness among adll sabjects that strategically
placed the slave on the side of humanify.Both scholars note an inextricable dualism
between race and gender issues in abolitionist work.

Both Wiegman and Boyd pinpoint important and valid aspects of abolttiooéiry.
Harper after all, was both African-American and femalehe personally faced both
racism and sexism in her daily life. Consequently, her poemsdrfamale slave’s point
of view actually do accomplish a simultaneous indictment of macad sexism.
Wiegman'’s point that “gendering” slaves in abolitionist work espnts a strategy for

changing audience viewpoints toward a slave’s fundamental hum&nitiso appears

119 Boyd, Discarded Legacy58.

120\wiegman American Anatomied 1.

2L In American AnatomiesWiegman discusses at great length the mannerhichwgender and race
intersect in American culture and literature, ndtab terms of white feminization of the African-Aerican
male body.
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correlative with Harper’'s pre-Civil War poetry. However, througls strategic attempt
to establish the slave’s common humanity with her audience, Harparigine
perspective in her pre-Civil War poetry does not just expose a damnrsexism
inherent in slavery or nineteenth-century American white palréd society. The female
point of view in Harper’'s poems also actually constructs a viafteimportant feminine
voice that subtly and inevitably compels her audience/reatfeasknowledgment.

Duality in general plays a large role in Harper’s preHGivar poetry. The very title
of her poem “Eliza Harris” indicates a particularly sigrafit dualism to her 1853
audience. Because of the fairly recent publication of Harriecls Stowe’s wildly
popular and controversiélncle Tom’s Cabin(its first serial installment came to press in
1851) most audiences/readers of the poem would immediately rectig@iname in the
title as that of the runaway slave mother in Stowe’s novel. algec the novel's main
popularity significantly rested with a white literate abolitgiraudience, even white non-
abolitionists in this era had certainly heard of Stowe’s work, ared could venture to
say, in many cases might actually have read’iThe title of “Eliza Harris,” then
demonstrates a connection with the reading audience, in that theshmves she has
obviously readJncle Tom’s Cabiras well. Yet, the title also conveys that, in writing a
poem either focusing solely on Eliza Harris, or from the charagberspective, the poet

introduces a new voice other than Stowe’s to interpret a particular incident anctexhara

122 Because of Harper's dual work in oral performaand literary output, | will refer to the readershefr
poetry as audience/reader.

123 5ee Chapter One for further discussion of thehitstl reception and readershipldficle Tom’s Cabin
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The actual content of the poem also treats a very famitanes from the novel.
Harper poetically reinscribes the scendJimcle Tom’s Cabirwhere Eliza Harris flees a
slave plantation with her infant in her arms. While the actuahtiae events of the
poem contain very little variation from the scene in Stowe’s ndhrelpoem focuses on
Eliza’'s emotions and motivations in great detail. Harper’'s eginétation ofUncle
Tom’s Cabinthen, consists of lending further poetic voice to an already es$tedl
fictional character. The fact that Harper chooses a feotaeacter from Stowe’s book
to poeticize proves significant. After all, the multitude of &nty oppressed characters
(both male and female) frotdncle Tom’s Cabimprovides a large number from which
Harper has her pick to exemplify the evils of slavery. Hawxeker choice of a female
character, who specifically runs the risk of having her infaritl¢hken from her, proves
extremely effective for both a white male and female audiefgentricate examination
of the young mother’s fears regarding her child’s safety combintidaw infant’s innate
helplessness (even more so than older children) truly and “stategiace the slave on
the side of humanity,” in accordance with Wiegman'’s observation.

In fact, the manner in which the poem identifies and describes tpdepeithin it,
demonstrates a concerted effort to connect with a white audidmoeigh the
establishment of human “sameness.” Throughout the poem, both Elizkeaimdant are
frequently troped as white, further increasing white audience b@esnidentification

with her. The “innocent face” of the infant is “So pale in itpeas$, so fair in its

124 The poem was, in fact, extremely effective in nngvpeople’s emotions on both sides of the aboliton
issue. Melba Joyce Boyd claims that “the publaratf [“Eliza Harris”] ... aggravated an already eixig
antagonism between the two abolitionist camps.”"d®jscarded Legacy60.
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grace.*® Similarly, Eliza is “So fragile and lovely, so fearfulpale,/ Like a lily that
bends to the breath of the gale” (lines 29-30). Thus, Harper preksentsvhite

audience/readers with a heroine whose oppressed status spgcd@alies from the
color of her skin, or the determining factor in what distinguishesetid® are slaves
from those who are not. Yet, by pointing out the “paleness” ofaEizd the infant,
Harper demonstrates the manner in which these two beings possesa ddference
from the white audience/readefs.

Yet, it is through these attempts to establish a common humantty tive
audience/reader, that “Eliza Harris” demonstrates an indivicderainine voice. The
poem constructs a connection with the audience through inseparablyingniritgl
multiple dualities and antitheses. The poem begins “Like a feamm the arrow, startled
and wild,/ A woman swept by us, bearing a child” (lines 1-2). firgeline of this poem
compares “a woman” to a “fawn,” or a baby deer, indicating thatvttrean possesses a
childlike, even infantile air in her flight. Yet, the second linethed poem also quickly
points out that the woman “bear[s] a child,” demonstrating simultahebas maternity.
Indeed, because the poem so quickly introduces the child the womaes,cdne
audience/reader can accurately assume the child has some thk urgency of the
woman’s flight. The word “bearing” also suggests both the atitevélly carrying the

infant, and actual childbirth. The double meanings in these firstlitves indicate

125 “Eliza Harris” lines 9-10. Complete Poems of Frances E.W. Harget Maryemma Graham (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1988). All subsequeitations will refer to this edition.

126 This strategic move may also be a reference toughiaeld belief that a slave’s status was deterthine

his/her mother, regardless of how “white” or “faitie child may have appeared. Harper thus poits o
the manner in which establishing racial differeasea determinant of human hierarchy proves prolilema
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immediately that Eliza will not be a character from whom oae draw superficial
conclusions. Since the poem significantly reveals Eliza’s sktaéus only after
establishing her maternal identity, the white audience/readest infer that she (an
African-American) possesses an equally human amount of cometexitthe poem
positively identifies the woman as a slave in the second stanza in limevegvéFor she
is a mother -/ her child is a slave.” Because, as MelbaJggd points out, “American
society defines the black race by maternal linkage to sld&vérg, white audience/reader
can accurately infer the mother’s slave status from that oftikefl's. Yet, because the
poem opens by specifically discussing a woman'’s relationshiprtohiild with hints of
childbirth, it simultaneously and subtly implies the intricate plaxities of a woman, as
well as a slave.

The poem blends a multitude of narrative voices in order to construatdavidual
feminine one. It begins with an inclusive voice. Line two descriBesoman [who]
swept by us.” In Stanza three, line nine, Eliza’s face “avassion to haunt us” (line 9).
The use of “us” indicates that the speaker and her audience/réitetetlyy experience
the poem together. The fact that Harper writes these openewyifi the past tense also
signifies a double meaning. The speaker and her audiencefed@e a common
experience in that they have both résaecle Tom’s Cabin They all know the story and
its outcome. Yet, Harper’s poem “Eliza Harris” is importantly not Stewevel. It has a
different title, an African-American woman (as opposed to a wint writes it, and it

fits within a completely different literary genre. Also, thgeaker literally draws the

127 Boyd, Discarded Legacy178.
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reader into the poem, and its events. Because Eliza “swept,’bgngs possesses “a
vision to haunt us,” the reader assumes emotional and moral respgn$ibililiza’s
pursuers. Through this usage of the plural first person point of viewhanplast tense,
the audience/reader receives the impression that the eventssirpaém actually
occurred. Now, the audience/reader must experience Eliza’s emotions with her.

The fact that Harper seems perfectly willing to whiten &k&nd her infant in this
poem, can initially prove troublesome, since this construction migimisgly diminish
their African-American identities. In vocally immersing tvenite audience/readers into
a poem that contains a familiar story written by a white woriarper strategically and
safely establishes an inseparable connection with them that caelasibyy portray
white humanity as the standard to which African-Americans rasgire. However, the
poem’s initial statement, “a woman swept by us,” implies the agency of Eliza herself
in the poem. “We” simply watched as the chase took place. Agaipotra’s usage of
the past tense implies that all that takes place in the posraligady been established.
The speaker only recounts the actual events. Both the speakendaedca/reader can
only see what are Eliza’s true emotions. Consequently, Elizafiilne of the slave)
determines and constructs her own voice and identity. It is insteadgh Harper’'s
connection of her own voice to that of the audience/reader, thgiedtie Eliza a voice
of her own. Eliza will ultimately decide when and how her whitdience/readers will
see her true humanity.

This merging of voice becomes more complex when the poem moves twsthe

person point of view. Stanza five begins “Oh! how shall | speakyoproud country’s
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shame” (line 17). This isolation of Harper's own vof€eroves significant because of
her own dual persona as an educated African-American woman who rotvalya
experienced slavery® Harper’s own vocal insertion into a literary text, thus seasean
intermediary between an oppressed female slave who cannot apeéakwhite audience
to whom she can speak through literature (both through the poem itsetheugh
reference to a commonly read novel). Since the poem’s initialfuee inclusive “us” to
establish voice places such a large emphasis on interactioedmetive poet and the
audience/reader, the sudden switch to the first person point of viesesfand
emphasizes the audience/reader’s sole dependence on Harper's weack through the
poem. The words “I speak,” also of course signify a duality tve®und and vision.
If reading the poem, the reader sees the words “l speaklé whderstanding that the
meaning of the words signify sound as well. If actually hearing Harpée tbei poem in
a lecture forum, the audience receives the double experience wighlear voice as well
as seeing her actual person. This use of the first-person gterspe “Eliza Harris”
calls extreme attention to the fact that, in every sensguittience/reader becomes truly
dependent on the poet’s own voice.

Consequently, Harper's own status as an African-American fersalters the
beginning of stanza five, “how shall | speak of my proud country’s sh@ithe stains
on her glory, how give them their name?” (lines 17-18), more jhsina powerful

statement about the unspeakable atrocities of slavery. It lbscamequally formidable

128 Because of the extraordinarily oral and performeathspects of Harper’'s poetry, | am conflating the
speaker’s voice with that of Harper's. An audietisgning to this poem read aloud would no doubt,
experience this particular instance in the poethaisof Harper’s particular voice.

129 For a comprehensive history of Harper's life, Begd, Discarded Legacy
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reminder about Harper's own ability to speak. Even though she asks shallv|
speak?” Harper actually does speak, and thoroughly. Line nineteerr faskse“How
say that her banner in mockery waves -/ Her star-spanglateba o’er millions of
slaves?” (lines 19-20). Harper thus demonstrates her ability soribe while
simultaneously questioning it. While this question may appe#oribal, the interactive
nature of the poem (especially when one takes into account Haoparand persuasive
capabilities), also renders the idea of a direct questioning ofahéience entirely
possible.  Through connecting with her audience/reader, Harpebligsa and
emphasizes her own feminine voice as well as an African-American one.

Harper’s linkage to her audience/readers in “Eliza Harrsd @roves instrumental in
the establishment of Eliza’s own distinct feminine voice. Harpeoise in the poem
serves as an intermediary between the audience/reader’'s undegstmdlEliza’s ability
to speak. The poem begins in the first-person plural point of view,ratsdie the third-
person singular perspective. Stanza five and stanza six posssskethsage of the first-
person singular point of view in the entire poem. Stanza six contivittethe same line
of questioning, but leaves out the “l,” instead asking in lines 21-24w“shy that the
lawless may torture and chase/ A woman whose crime is the ther tdce?/ How the
depths of the forest may echo around,/ With the shrieks of despairheary of the
hound?” Stanza seven continues in a strictly third-person narratir her step on the
ice, and her arm on her child,/ The danger was fearful, the pathaswild” (lines 25-
26). By stanza ten, the poem’s composition consists of the presset and ends with

it. Thus, Harper’s voice or use of “I” becomes the catalystierpoem’s turning point,

115



where the poetic narrative moves from a familiar story irpts that involves “us,” to a
current experience that belongs to a distinct, single individuakhe.™ The last stanza
reads, “With the rapture of love and foulness of bliss,/ She pladhdsdorow a mother’'s
fond kiss:-/ Oh! poverty, danger and death she can brave,/ For th@tchéd love is no
longer a slave!” (lines 45-48). Through its final employmeihthe present tense, the
poetic narrative now truly belongs to Eliza. In describing Eiz&'tions and emotions as
they occur, Harper additionally becomes the vehicle for Eliza’s voice.

In doing so, Harper is able to bridge the gap between the audesadss’ and Eliza.
By stating “She plac’d on his brow a mother’s fond kiss,” (line 4&), goem connects
Eliza with a white (or any member of the human race for ttester) audience through
empathy. In placing “a” mother’s “fond kiss,” upon her child, &ldemonstrates her
universality through motherhood. Anyone who has any connection with amfigtire,
should experience some sort of emotional (or at least comprehégsikdge to what “a
mother’s fond kiss” entails. Again, this wording demonstrateailizumanity. The fact
that she experiences human emotion is juxtaposed with the poem’sf tm@mal
imagery. The poem consistently places Eliza in a hunter/hunéedrsz. Her pursuers
exhibit bestial qualities, in that their description revolves aroundttamp of the horse
and the bay of the hound” (line 11). They mostly possess no concretet@s that
would classify them as human individuals. The poem often reféhemo indirectly and
enigmatically as “the danger” (lines 16, 26, and 47). The one desuoriptithe poem
that solidly links them to a human being emerges in line 42, whendslcapes and “The

hunter is rifled and foil'd of his prey.” The audience/readen sae quite clearly
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throughout the entire poem that Eliza’s slave-holding pursuers poasésalistic,
monstrous, and significantly stereotypically masculine qualiti&snversely, the poem’s
continuous emphasis on the depth of Eliza’s fears and emotions ekleibltemanity as
opposed to the slave-holders' animalistic tendencies. This taggcses a commonly
held nineteenth-century belief among white Americans (supportgzhinology) that
the African-American race possessed ape-like qualities, amd imefact, closer to
animals than humart€’ In identifying with a slave on an emotional level, the
audience/reader not only views her as a human being, but indeed seesaihumanity
that is richer and more convincing than that of her pursuers.

However, because Eliza is a female slave, the audience/readesimultaneously
acknowledge her humanity as a woman. The contrast between the staé esuers
and Eliza’s love for her son that drives her to enact a successfape, connects the
human qualities of thought and emotion with a female as wellsésva. Additionally,
the phrase “a mother's fond kiss,” in addition to demonstrating a univesaection
with the audience/reader, simultaneously signifies Eliza’s iddality. She is “a”
particular mother. In becoming the vehicle for the slave’s vomerelach her
audience/readers, Harper's gendering of the slave ensures #émainaé voice emerges
as well.

Slavery’s effects on the family structure play a large olHarper’s Pre-Civil War
poetry. Lori Merish inSentimental Materialisnspecifically includes Harper in her

assertion that African-American women writers in the nineteeatiiury “maintained in

130 Robyn Wiegman'sAmerican Anatomiegngages in a fascinating discussion of phrenoliogyhe
nineteenth century and how these practices leldetatientific confirmation of racial stereotypes.
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their fiction the domestic emphasis characteristic of ninetemertury ‘woman’s
fiction.”” In doing so, these authors combatted racial sterestyme displaying
“sensibility, refinement, and home,” or what people in the era wouldase&vhite
femininity.”*3! Merish’s assertions possess merit regarding Harper'sypodfarper’'s
1854 poem, “The Fugitive’s Wife,” emphasizes the severance of astionfamily
structure in its portrayal of slavery. The poem’s speaker undesstbe slave family
structure, by beginning “It was my sad and weary lot/ To to#lavery,/ But one thing
cheered my lowly cot-/ My husband was with me” (lines 1-4). pbem’s speaker
delights in her role as a wife, and in keeping a home (however “lpwhuch as any
proper white woman in the nineteenth-century should. The next stamzaelsdes a
domestic scene that foreshadows the husband’s inevitable departureadd “One
evening, as our children played/ Around our cabin door,/ | noticed on his bsbada/
I'd never seen before” (lines 5-9). The “shade” on the husband’s “bromtiasts with
the speaker’s initial statement regarding her husband’s solgyabiltcheer” her from
“slavery’s toil.” Additionally, the juxtaposition of the childrenplay around the “cabin
door” with the husband’s “shade,” displays for the audience/readethmtthe slaves in
the “cabin” possess a patriarchal family structure (a fatmether, and children), and
that its destruction will be imminent and emotionally devastating.

The fact that neither the poem nor the speaker ever fully elesordity the husband
leaves proves significant. Although the husband is clearly a fugitiether he decides

to leave because of a specific incident (particularly cmggttnent, his imminent sale,

131 | ori Merish, Sentimental Materialism: Gender, Commodity, Culfaned Nineteenth-Century American
Literature (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000), 260.
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perhaps even a crime he may have committed) or his wearuessslavery itself
remains debatable. Indeed, one can validly read the poem inf éingse ways. This
lack of clarification indicates that the husband’s reasons fdntfligally do not matter.
The institution of slavery is what ultimately and thoroughly catisegamily structure’s
destruction through instigating and forcing the father's abandonment.

The speaker’s female voice in this poem (like that of “Elearis”) serves a dual
purpose. In focusing on the wife’s pain in this scenario, the poem shatumarital love
exists between slaves, and consequently compels the reader temegearqually the
emotional consequences of a father’s forced desertion. In her disto$ssentimental
narration,” Merish describes Harper's novela Leroy as a text that “appropriates the
language of sentiment to signify race differenti}#"This “appropriation” emerges in
“The Fugitive’s Wife” as well. Stanza four’'s opening lines, “Bteained me to his
heaving heart-/ My own beat wild with fear” (lines 13-14), contan almost
histrionically emotional tinge that refutes the common white namtkecentury
stereotype that African-Americans are inherently slow and*&ull.

Yet, Harper also uses the “sentimental appropriation of languig#fiis poem
through her complication of gendered sexuality. Performing the WordFahamisha
Brown states that for many African-American males irricsin-American folklore,

“sexual prowess ... is the basis of identity and affirmatidh.However, in this poem, all

132 Merish, Sentimental Materialisp230.
133 5ee footnote 26.

134 Brown, Performing the Word87.
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feelings and experiences of sexuality rest with the fespdaker. In mentioning that her
husband “cheer[s] [her] lowly cot,” the speaker asserts hetiagarand her consequent
domesticity through their communal bed, or her implied sexualyergot of her
husband. The poem’s consequent primary focus on the speaker’s distrelssiogeher
husband thus implies the pain of both emotional and sexual separati@unversely,
the husband’s emotional pain remains devoid of “sexual prowess.” Tih@pspeaker
relates “He vainly strove to cast aside/ The tears tiidike rain:/ Too frail, indeed, is
manly pride,/ To strive with grief and pain” (lines 17-20). Thasritimental” language
describing the husband’s pain, not only “signifies race differentlyits portrayal of
human emotion, it signifies gender differently as well. “Mamigle” is actually “frail.”
Indeed on one level, the wife’'s “sexual prowess” lends her pdetentity and
affirmation.” Her voice controls the poem. Since the husband contaisschosexual
capabilities or feelings, he does not receive the same ideantilycan only speak through
his wife’s voice. In fact, the husband never does truly speak in #ma.p&tanza three
reads “And in his eyes a gloomy night/ Of anguish and despaigazéd upon their
troubled light,/ To read the meaning there” (lines 9-12). Thekspederives her own
meaning from simply looking upon her husband. When the fugitive tells his wife he must
leave, the audience/reader hears his statement through Hgsm&diation. The speaker
states “Again he clasped me to his breast,/ And said thatusepart”’ (lines 21-22). In
forcing the husband to desert his wife and children, the institutistaeéry strips away

his identity, and the patriarchal family structure.

135«Cot” could also signify an abbreviation for theml “cottage.” In either case, the speaker uses\wa
voice to assert her own emotional and physicalroboter the domestic realm.
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However, the female speaker’s first-person narration in the poemltgneously
indicates a subversion of traditional patriarchal sexuality. dssthe wife overtly
demonstrates that she needs and desires her husband sexuallgitike’s lack of
sexuality and consequent identity indicate that he equally need$nhiaict, the husband
completely depends on his wife for his sexual prowess and sefhatiion. Once he
leaves her, he cannot accomplish either. Conversely, the spelkeudh sexually
deprived of her husband as well) speaks directly to the audieaesp®Baks in the past
tense, exhibiting the fact that her husband’s flight has alreaiisntplace. At the
moment the audience/reader experiences the poem, she presumalrigerdives with
her husband. Nothing in the poem gives the audience/reader any orditati she sees
her husband again. Indeed, the tone of despair in the poem demonstratesathe
Additionally, the finality of the last two lines “No longer live heelpless slave,/ The
meanest thing on earth” (lines 26-27), shows that her husband mayobadea new
identity that does not involve a slave existence. As Melba JByge declares, “The
paradoxical ‘The Fugitive’s Wife’ considers the conflicting response teealdém tale. A
slave woman simultaneously mourns and rejoices her husband’s estapgdvery.**
The poem thus also provides an implicit justification for male slaveo flee their
families. However, since the speaker is not with her husband, arsdidrence/reader
depends on her voice for the poem’s narrative, one can only imagine\wfsund
identity, and the poem certainly does not concretely affirm e 3peaker can retain

sexuality without depending on it for her sense of self and poetic voice.

136 Boyd, Discarded Legacy66.
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As in “Eliza Harris,” Harper’s own voice in “The Fugitive’s /i plays a large role
in the construction of the speaker’s. Both poems begin by narratingident involving
a woman in the past tense. In “The Fugitive’'s Wife,” however stieaker maintains a
self-reflexive voice throughout the poem, and does not deviate fropatitdense. Yet,
again, both the audience/reader and the speaker specificallypmelyarper's poetic
construction as an intermediary in order to connect with each otAé#hough the
speaker poetically narrates her own story, she still acknovddugreown difficulty with
speaking. Most of the poem contains very even rhymes and rhytHowever, in the
penultimate stanza, the speaker laments, “Again he clasped me licebst,/ And said
that we must part:/ | tried to speak - but, oh! it seemed/ Aowareached my heart”
(lines 21-24). The break in the poem’s rhythm in line 23 refldmtscrack in the
speaker’s vocal flow. Her emotional pain overwhelms her abilitypak both to her
husband and the audience/reader.

Consequently, the last stanza’s multilayered voices and strotignrhgnd rhyme
appear slightly out of sync with the rest of the poem. Thekepemrrates “’Bear not,’ |
cried, ‘unto your grave,/ The yoke you've borne from birth;/ No longer diveelpless
slave,/ The meanest thing on earth!”” (lines 25-29). The quotatemksrsurrounding
these four lines and the insertion of the words “I cried” indictitat the speaker
addresses her husband in this stanza. Yet, the fact that theepdemvith these lines
and elicits no response from her husband hints at a variety of pitissibilThe speaker
may address her husband retroactively. She can also speak talieaece/reader. Since

the audience/reader does not know the exact reasons for the fediiyet, the speaker
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may also claim responsibility in these lines for instigatmey husband’s decision to
escape. In any case, the speaker paraphrases herself. Thiayardd voice in the last
stanza also subtly reminds the reader of Harper's own in the.pddthough Harper
certainly does not embody the persona of this speaker, she does ctimegosem. Only
through her does the speaker actually vocalize. While this ideaine true of many
poems and poets, the construction of the last stanza in “The Fugitivde” calls
attention to this fact, by isolating and ultimately emphasizandirst-person vocal
perspective, or the use of an “I” who directly addresses a “yohi§ Tonstruction
blatantly signifies a conversation between poet and audience/r@aadeuch as it does
two characters in the poem. Thus, Harper’'s abolitionist agentthe ipre-Civil War era
calls for her to construct sympathy for slaves by connethiay humanity to that of a
white audience/readership. Yet, in serving as an intermedidrmgktdhe slave to her
audience/readers, Harper may use the feminine voice to dstamiltaneously a
distinct African-American female identity, whose voices dgrihis era were often
thoroughly silenced.

Frances Harper’s poetry demonstrates the importance of thé fsocion of
discourse through the definitive shift that takes place betwee antebellum and post-
war poems in the type of African-American subject she reptedor political purposes.
Michel Foucault defines discourse as belonging to three catsgtiiie general domain

of all statements ... an individualizable group of statements, and egudated practice
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that accounts for a number of statemefts.”For Foucault then, discourse not only
encompasses all uttered statements, but any social “pfatttateshapes them. As a
result, discourse proves neither self-contained nor static. Aladi Bennett points out
in Democratic Discourses: The Radical Abolition Movement and Antebeltoariédan
Literature, “Discourse ... is a socially imbedded and historically developedukage
connected to a specific social formatidi®"The manner in which writers aesthetically
employ discourse in their works is inextricably connected to palitar “social”
structures. Moreover, as Justin Edwards additionally statescdiises ... are not
monolithic: they frequently include tensions and contradictions that foeistaken
together to fully understand the functions of particular discursiuetstes.**® In other
words, any given discourse may not necessarily reflect a tamisigolitical or social
agenda or view. In addition, since discourse is a “socially imbedagdidge,” the ways
in which different readers approach and understand it within any giserital period
or cultural viewpoint may vary.

The concept of the African-American body as discourse had complex impigati
in the nineteenth-century, and was particularly connected witluéaeof visibility. The
manner in which antebellum Americans defined race and raciarthees was through

the notion of what constituted the “visible.” Robyn Wiegman elabomatdser argument

137 Michel Foucault,The Archeology of Knowledg@rans,. A.M. Sheridan Smith. (London: Tavistock,
1972), 80.

138 Michael BennettDemocratic Discourses: The Radical Abolition Movatrend Antebellum American
Literature (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2005), 4

139 Justin D. Edwardszothic Passages: Racial Ambiguity and the AmeriGathic (lowa City: University
of lowa Press, 2003), xxiii.
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that American culture “anchors whiteness in the visible epistagyadf black skin” by
stating, “Such an epistemological relationship circumscribes oturallconception of
race, contributing above all to the recurrent and discursivelyptifalways materially,
violent equation between the idea of ‘race’ and the black b8Bince the white body
was seen as essentially invisiife the black body’s hypervisbility rendered him/her a
“raced” subject through in effect, his/her embodiment. It is throtng connection
between visual “difference” and “truth” that social hierarchiesedaupon race were
effectively established. As Dorothy Roberts states,
Only a theory rooted in nature could systematically account foarbenaly of
slavery existing in a republic founded on a radical commitmentibierty,
equality, and natural rights. Whites invented the hereditary dafarace and
endowed it with the concept of racial superiority and inferiotityresolve the
contradiction between slavery and liberty. Scientific racism explained dibomna
by one group over another as the natural order of things: Blacksbigdogically
destined to be slaves, and whites were destined to be their mM#&sters.
In other words, by defining “race” as natural, antebellum Amesiculd reconcile the
division of the races into “superior” and “inferior” categorieshwts democratic ideals.
The definition and construction of race then in antebellum Americaanhe a vital

element of its social and political discourse.

140 \Wiegman American Anatomie®1.

141 See Chapters 1 and 2 for more in-depth discusefothe relationship between invisibility and
whiteness.

142 Dorothy RobertsKilling the Black BodyNew York: Pantheon Books, 1997), 9.
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It is highly significant however, that this discursive definitminrace relied so
heavily upon the “natural visbility” of the African-American bodienry Louis Gates,
Jr. points out the connection between language and perceived sociaumatinding
race, declaring, “Race is the ultimate trope of differencaumit is so very arbitrary in
its application. The biological criteria used to determine ‘difference’rsseply do not
hold when applied to ‘race.” Yet we carelessly use languagadh a way as wwill this
sense ofatural difference into our formulations:** The socially discursive power of
language then, conditions us to see “natural” binaries and even édif&r when there
aren’t any objectively. One significant example where this phenombecame blatantly
exposed within antebellum America is of course, laws constgusiawve identity. By
determining that a person would be a slave if his/her mother vgtesv@, antebellum
Southern America constructed a social hierarchy based upon raséltimaintained its
“natural” truth regardless of visible skin cofdf.Slaves were “naturally” born to slave
mothers, and as a result, society could still visually mark tagrauch. Significantly
though, it was social discourse or language that “willed” or iecéf€onstructed that
literal and figurative vision.

Consequently, since many of Harper’'s poems were read aloud durifrgdueent
appearances on the lecture circuit throughout the country, Harper'bady was visible

to her audience while she read her poetry to them. In watclengelhd her poetic

143 Henry Louis Gates, Jr. “Editor’s Introduction: \fig ‘Race’ and the Difference it Makes;Race,”
Writing and Differenceed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (Chicago and Londdwe Wniversity of Chicago Press,
1986), 5.

144 Due to interracial mixing and rape on slave plaots, it was common for slaves to exhibit a “light
skin color that was in many cases, almost indetggibie from that of a white body.
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discourse to the, the audience then, effectively read Harper'sith@adpjunction with it.
Harper’'s body became discourse as well, as it uttered thec mdatements. Harper’'s
own display of her body as she read (in most cases, overtlycablipoems to an
audience then, represented complex discursive moments, especidtiyn e
abolitionist movement. In his own discussion of Frances Harper, MiBeaaett states,
“Though not herself a slave, [Harper] realized that her body coeledshone with those
who were enslaved® Since her audience would automatically read her body in a
particular manner, Harper consciously had to use both her body (witetvees overtly
present or not) and language as tools in her poetry to constructwhepaditically
discursive codes.

During the Reconstruction era, Harper’'s agendas changed draiatitzl tour of
the South, where she lectured and actually lived with ex-slaves, @wvaln audience
quite different from the white Northern abolitionists to whom shéuted before the
Civil War. In fact, this audience change may also have proverssege After the
passage of the Fifteenth Amendment (which gave African-Amerioen the right to
vote), many white reformers felt their main battle had been wod, cansequently,
immediately turned to other issues. Harper found herself oneeofetu African-
American women who supported the passage of the Fifteenth AmendnseMelBa
Joyce Boyd observes, “The peculiar dilemma of the black woman Heoper’s point of
view, was that she would not acquire direct power from the Fifteemndment, but

the probable defeat of the amendment, with the inclusion for womaniageiffivas a

145 BennettDemocratic Discourse<6.
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gamble too dangerous to risk® Political forces in this era also changed drastically the
manner in which Harper viewed feminist issues.Wa Are Your Sisters; Black Women
in the Nineteenth Centuryporothy Sterling documents the fact that African-American
and “progressive” white women worked together during the abolitiomosement, many
times forming friendship!’ Indeed, many of Harper's abolitionist poems that treat
motherhood establish a particularly strong connection with a whaternal audience.
Yet, after the war, Harper and other African-American woragperienced a great deal
of difficulty with white feminist groups’ unwillingness to includeem in the battles for
suffrage, and women’s rights. As Boyd states, in this era, t'Mb#te women were
bound to the vortex of their own repression as the focus of white oaensacy.**® In
fact, Harper herself was so frustrated by white feminisfsisal to acknowledge African-
American women, that, in a speech before the 1866 National WomanlgsRig
Convention in New York, she stated, “I tell you that if there i @ass of people who
need to be lifted out of their airy nothings and selfishness, theiswhite women of
America.”*® These multiple political exclusions threatened a quite lierasure of the
African-American woman’s voice.

Harper's frustration with the dominant political forces at workrimy the
Reconstruction era manifests itself in her post-Civil War pottrgugh the feminine

voice’s increasingly distant and accusatory tone towards her auddead=y. Through

146 Boyd, Discarded Legacyl29.
147 Sterling,We are Your Sistersntroduction.
148 Boyd, Discarded Legacyl28.

149 Documentation in Boydiscarded Legacyl16.
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this construction, Harper isolates a female voice that overthadds attention from its
audience/readers, while simultaneously illuminating a strongcafrAmerican female
identity that stands on its own. Harper's 1874 poem “The Slavéevioa Tale of the
Ohio” proves important in this study because of the manner in whidéviates from
Harper’s pre-Civil War poem “Eliza Harris.” Both poems relatnarrative of a runaway
slave mother. However, while “Eliza Harris” is derived froricéional character, scene,
and novel, Harper bases “The Slave Mother” on an actual incidentufasvay slave
mother who murdered her children. Boyd calls this occurrendamiaus case which
brought attention to the severity of slavery and to what ends a nvatiéal go to save
her children from that fate"® White American audiences knew both stories and their
outcomes well. In poetically treating them, Harper servesastermediary between the
actual stories and their audience/readers for both of them.

However, the reality of the latter story immediately diffeéi@es the poetic treatment
of both. In “The Slave Mother,” Harper does not reinterpret a bodkathdite woman
wrote. The title of this poem also immediately differeesat from “Eliza Harris” in its
implied content. From the title of “Eliza Harris,” the audigneader automatically
knows the poem will treat slavery through the form of a fictional charactettitleh€rhe
Slave Mother, a tale of the Ohio” implies a much more réalatd blunt tone. This
poem’s womans a slave mother. This “tale,” unlike the one of Eliza Hametates a
narrative that actually happened. The “slave mother” in this pd@#s not exist as a

fictional character with whom a white audience/reader can readgsslentify, but a

1%0Boyd, Discarded Legacy62.
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representation of a real person whom he/she must learn about anddgoer’s role as
an intermediary then, fundamentally changes from connecting the hyroatwio races,
to presenting overtly one racial identity that another race must acknowledge.

Both poems’ stories share a large number of similarities. &othem mention the
frozen Ohio river specifically as obstacles the mothers must@ve in order to escape.
Both focus on the mothers’ love for their children as motivationgHeir flight. In
“Eliza Harris,” the audience/reader hears/reads, “In agony close bmsem she press’d/
The life of her heart, the child of her breast” (lines 33-38imilarly, “The Slave
Mother” begins, “I have but four, the treasures of my soul,/ Theyikaydoves around
my heart” (lines 1-2). However, while “Eliza Harris” prodacextreme audience
sympathy through the innate helplessness of one infant, “The SlatheiMportrays the
scenario of a slave mother who must escape with multiple childiémle still of course
a sympathetic portrayal, the multiplicity of the children inhdyedisperses audience
empathy, unlike the concentration of the single mother/infantoakttip. Additionally,
“Eliza Harris” depicts Eliza’s love for her infant by staf, “Oh! love from its tenderness
gathering might,/ Had strengthen’d her soul for the dangerglof’ (lines 35-36).
Eliza’s love for her infant then, gives her “soul” the stréngi escape, a powerful
emotion towards her child with which a white maternal audience can easilyyidenti

Conversely, while “The Slave Mother” does establish the mother’'s fovéer
children, it surrounds that affection with a deep foreboding. In atbnm, the speaker
laments, “And thou, my babe, my darling one,/ My last, my loved, mgiqure child,/

Oh! when 1 think upon thy doom/ My heart grows faint and then throlaf’ Wihes 13-
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16). Whether reading or listening to the poem, the alliteratidtast’ and “loved,” in
line fourteen, combined with the alveolar stops of “d” and “t” emphasiegevoman’s
love for her children by forcing the audience/reader to pauddlglafter each word, and
consequently acknowledge them. Yet, the mother thinks specificallyeofchild’s
“doom,” signifying that she already accepts she will not be #&bldo anything to save
her “babe.” In an earlier stanza, the mother even grieves, “Myfubldoys could |
forget,/ My home might seem a joyous spot” (lines 9-10). The misthong love for
her “boys” renders her incapable of forgetting them. Yet shetlpwasserts that she
would be more “joyous” if she could erase them from her memoryliké) “Eliza
Harris,” then, this mother’s relationship with her children involgg®ng feelings of
love, while their existence simultaneously causes her great gana white maternal
audience who has never experienced the horrors of slavery, a wothen (even
through love) that her child had never been born proves a difficult concept to understand.
The complexity of “The Slave Mother's” emotions reflectsd aemphasizes the
poem’s closer association with reality. “Eliza Harris”watesUncle Tom’s Cabinin
that the act of crossing the Ohio river enables Eliza topesaad save her infant child.
The lines “her step on the ice, and her arm on her child,/ Thgedavas fearful, the
pathway was wild;/ But, aided by Heaven, she gained a free siere the friends of
humanity open’d their door” (lines 29-32), demonstrate that Elzersistence and love
for her child motivate her to escape the white bestial oppressbne mother in “The
Slave Mother” possesses no such luck. In her case, “She fled, &nldewithildren all,/

She reached the stream and crossed it o’er,/ Bright visions igérdgice came/ Like
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dreams of plenty to the poor” (lines 25-28). The two stanzas cahi&isame hopeful
tone, but lead to vastly different outcomes. In ending “The Slavédnéviowith the
mother deciding, “If Ohio cannot save,/ | will do a deed for freed&@halt find each
child a grave,” (lines 45-48), Harper makes a powerful staterabout her own
discovery of the nature of racism and sexism in the Reconsmueta. While Eliza
Harris’s ability to save her infant renders the declaratiamr ‘$he is a mother - her child
is a slave-/ And she’ll give him his freedom, or find him a grawekingle wild thought
she constructs in desperation, the slave mother’s actual murder off tvee children
demonstrates that slavery ultimately does not entail an Ohig tihatronce crossed, ends
all racial and sexual oppression. Even when an individual haslliteslaped slavery, a
figurative one can still exist, (as in the racial and sexualegspyn that continued during
and beyond the Reconstruction era, despite slavery’s officialrtation) and “The Slave
Mother” does not allow its audience/readers to ignor¥ it.

In addition, death in fact, was one mode of resistance for thevedslaSaidiya
Hartman discusses the significance of slaves “stealing”awragoing to other places
such as religious meetings for brief periods of time withouttewripermission, as a way
to combat the bodily appropriation inherent in slavery, stating, liBteaway was
synonymous with defiance because it necessarily involved selmngnaster’'s property
and asserting the self in transgression of the law ... [Iltjedefind subversively

appropriated slave owners’ designs for mastery and control — dyirttegi captive body

51 This poem could also be a reference to and comaretite Fugitive Slave Law of 1854.
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as the extension of the master’'s power and the spatial organizdtdomination.**? In

other words, any action whereby a slave could re-appropriatéoemyof control over
the movement of his/her body proved an effective resistant tool, since theardiictie
slave to no more than his/her body was fundamental to keeping theirstratslavery
intact.

Thus, death, in particular, could become, in some cases, the ultisiataree to the
bodily appropriation of slavery. INecro Citizenship: Death, Eroticism, and the Public
Sphere in the Nineteenth-Century United StatBsiss Castronovo pinpoints the
phenomenon of the female slave killing her child as resistancanimtaiinfanticide not
only defeats the slaveholder who views motherhood as the reproductiapit; it also
thwarts history. Forcibly releasing her child from the giteg of existence, the slave
mother assures that he or she will never accrue historicghtyenstead remaining
innocent of experience, memory, and trauria.In killing her children then, a slave
mother not only saves them in particular from the pain of slaveryalsioe“thwarts
history” by lessening the number of bodies that make up slaverytamdiscourse.
Consequently, when the slave mother in Harper's poem finds “freedwrhéf children,
by lending them a “grave,” unlike “Eliza Harris” where the poemphasizes the
universal and common emotions of motherhood, here Harper forces her elrdisher
to view the unique maternal perspective and circumstances of ftleamMAmerican

female slave.

%2 Hartman Scenes of SubjectipB8-69.

153 Russ Castronovo, Necgitizenship: Death, Eroticism, and the Public Sghierthe Nineteenth-Century
United StategDurham and London: Duke University Press, 208T),
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The two poems treat the feminine voice in a completely opposargnen. Where
“Eliza Harris” begins in the past tense with a first-perplural narrative, “The Slave
Mother” begins in the present with a first-person singular pofintiew. Where “Eliza
Harris” ends in the present tense with a third-person sinqdaative, “The Slave
Mother” ends in the future tense with a first-person plural petsgge The poem begins
“I have but four, the treasures of my soul” (line 1) and ends th@Hines “Will ye not,
us men and Christians, / On the side of freedom stand?” (lines 6&6d¥equently,
where Eliza constructs a voice through her connection with the p@erdience/reader,
the slave mother enacts hers through her increasing distancéaifréher. Initially, the
audience/reader of “The Slave Mother” directly follows the spéakeice. She speaks
in the present tense, and her emotions and actions occur with tifereatling/listening.
Unlike Eliza, the slave mother is self-reflexive. Her bay “Looks curious in my
anxious eye,” (line 6). This line contrasts sharply with line pintEliza Harris,” where
“It was a vision to haunt us, that innocent face.” In Eliza’s ddeaudience/reader has
already witnessed her actions and emotions, and knows what to eXpltthe slave
mother, the audience/reader assumes the role of the baby girl, in figyrgaveig at the
speaker as her voice concurrently narrates a poetic storyréheeht use of “my” in this
poem also emphasizes the slave mother’s possession of the pastiv@arJust as it is
“‘my baby qirl,” “my playful boys,” and “thou, my babe,” it i$ny” voice that the
audience/reader hears/sees in this poem.

In both “Eliza Harris” and “The Slave Mother,” Harper’s vocatussion signifies the

turning point of the poem. In the latter poem, Harper assumes tifaivevoice with
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“Dreams! vain dreams, heroic mother,/ Give all thy hopes andjgiés o’er,/ The
pursuer is on thy track,/ And the hunter at thy door” (lines 29-3h)s Stanza contrasts
with Harper's scathing lamentation “Oh! how shall | speak of pngud country’s
shame” in line 17 of “Eliza Harris.” Here, Harper indirectlgcuses her audience/reader
of his/her “shame” through questioning her own ability to speak diutigpeakable.” In
“The Slave Mother,” however, the vocal intrusion directly addsetise poetic speaker,
specifically discouraging the mother from making any efforsawee her children, since
the “pursuer” and “hunter” draw too close. In fact, one can alsbthes poem’s switch
to the second person perspective as a split in the first persativeakoice. The slave
mother can also quite possibly address herself. In either scert@igetond-person
intrusion in “The Slave Mother” marks the moment where the spealoally begins to
distance herself from the audience/reader, by connecting and speaikin another
voice.

This gradual vocal separation from the audience/reader in “Taee S\lother”
reflects and enables the speaker’s increasing distance frachilteen. Towards the end
of the poem, an omniscient third-person point of view narrategr;T$aid the mournful
mother,/ If Ohio cannot save,/ | will do a deed for freedom,/ Shadt &ach child a
grave” (lines 41-44). After the mother's statement, the poementrately switches
solely to the third-person perspective with “A moment in the sutigghe held a
glimmering knife,/ The next moment she had bathed it/ In thesonnfount of life”
(lines 49-52). The speaker never actually speaks again in the ploedescribing the

murder through another voice besides the mother’s, the poem etfedistances her
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from the act, and her own agency in it. Consequently, when the poenacudréssing
the reader, “Sends this deed of fearful daring/Through my courte@g no thrill,/ Do
the icy hands of slavery/ Every pure emotion chill?” (lines 574@&3ponsibility for the
murder lies overtly in the audience/reader’'s hands. In this pHanmper does not ask
“How shall | speak?” She directly asks why her audience/redu®ve not prevented the
atrocities she has described.

Again, a use of the feminine voice in “The Slave Mother” provey sgnificant.
The loss of the speaker’s voice ultimately presents itseinagxtremely subversive
poetic device. The poem’s murder appears particularly appallingudeaa directly
implies that a slave womantidtimate resistance lies in halting the increase of the slave
population. In other words, the act of silencing a population by mgpwhem only in
terms of their race and gender, ultimately drives it to extiesn That population’s only
power now rests in the complete destruction of what “defines” tiéBonsequently, the
poem’s speaker constructs the most powerful voice when she losElertabsence of
voice and Harper’s not-so-gentle reminder at the end of the pasihé audience/reader
know that the loss of an African-American female voicedality, may prove equally
devastating.

In fact, nineteenth-century America held very specific views tdsvaAfrican-
American female sexuality, in particular. When and Where | Enter; The Impact of

Black Women on Race and Sex in AmerRaula Giddings notes that “At a time when

1% For a thorough documentation of the slave womamssver struggle through her reproductive
capabilities, see Paula Giddingghen and Where | Enter: The Impact of Black WonmeRace and Sex in
America(New York: Quill William Morrow, 1984).

136



their White peers were riding the wave of moral superiority ge@nctioned their
activism, Black women were seen as immoral scourges ... Assiintgave ‘low and
animalistic urges’ that cast them outside the pale of the mouefoe moral reform,
Black women were seen as having all the inferior qualitié&/lote women without any

of their virtues.*® With these attitudes surrounding her, Harper composed the series of
“Aunt Chloe” poems, beginning in 1872. These poems revolve around, and cbetain t
direct first-person voice of an older African-American woman. rydama Graham
views Aunt Chloe as “the metaphor for black liberation, the link betwthe expressed
ideal of freedom and the reality of its achievemérft.”Aunt Chloe’s status as both an
older ex-slave past the age of reproductive sexuality as wehaasof an African-
American woman does assume great significance. Harper's 1872 ‘heanmming to
Read” colorfully demonstrates Aunt Chloe’s personality, interemtsl achievements
without any mention of her sexuality, although her gender becomg@weortant in the
construction of the poem'’s tone and ultimate message.

Most importantly, Aunt Chloe narrates the poem (as she does iri @ik dAunt
Chloe” poems) in her own voice. In fact, she negotiates and construetsideethrough
distinguishing it from others’. The poem begins “Very soon the Yatdaehers/ Came
down and set up school;/ But, oh! how the Rebs did hate it,-/ It viiashesgy rule” (lines
1-4). This beginning immediately displays the negotiation of Afri&anerican literacy

between two white political ideologies, both of which reside sigafiy out of Aunt

155 Giddings,When and Where | Ente82.

1% GrahamComplete Poemsilvii.
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Chloe’s realm of actual and vocal interactidhStanza two begins, “Our masters always
tried to hide/ Book learning from our eyes;/ Knowledge didn’'t agwél slavery-/
‘Twould make us all too wise” (lines 5-9). This literal redtiion of the slave holders'
vocal statement “Knowledge didn’t agree with slavery,” also indic#&tent Chloe’s
fundamental separation from them, in that they attempt to suppressvhevoice or
potential to be “wise” by thinking and speaking for herself. telad, Aunt Chloe
paraphrases their ideologies into her own vernacular, with “Twouléte us all too
wise.” She distinguishes herself and her fellow African-Aoaers from the slave
holders in vocally separating from them and retrieving discursive power from the
The poem’s inclusion of Aunt Chloe’s memories of individual slavesnatiag to
teach themselves to read also contributes to the construction@mihefoice. The poem
includes statements such as “I remember Uncle Caldwell,/ Whoptatdiquor fat/ And
greased the pages of his book,/ And hid it in his hat” (lines 13-17). pd&e’s other
mention of “Mr. Turner’'s Ben” (line 21), who “heard the children sp&lhd picked the
words right up by heart,/ And learned to read ‘em well” markgptbgression in Chloe’s
vocal distinction from the many voices competing around her. Hendatish from
individualized former slaves signifies her construction of her awmgue voice.
Although Chloe is certainly allied with these men in their shapgdession and desire to

become literate, she is still able to assert her own indiligdry narrating or singularly

57 The use of dialect here with words like “agin”ther separates Aunt Chloe from the “Rebs” and the
“Yankee teachers” who in many cases are speakidfpateaching a different language. As Fahamisha
Brown points out, “In the new nation called the tddi States of America, it was decreed illegal for t
enslaved Africans and their antebellum descendartte taught to read and write. As the slaves héga
acquire English-language proficiency, first a “gidgand then a creolized form of English emerged as
these enslaved Africans of many languages andresltunvented or reinvented a New World African-
American language and cultur@&rforming the Word78.
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“speaking” the unique manner in which she will learn to read and comsttytispeak”
her own discourse. Every individual example of a person from whom Chloe
differentiates herself in this poem is male, indicating her vdistinction as an African-
American woman. Consequently, Aunt Chloe’s ability to separate tlhiermultitude of
voices that discourage her from learning to read emphasizeswmelagency in her
newfound literacy. The other voices who “said there is no useyifyirh! Chloe, you're
too late” (lines 33-34), make no difference to Aunt Chloe. She respondsatigdiand
metaphorically) to her naysayers, “But as | was risintygix had no time to wait./ So |
got a pair of glasses,/ And straight to work | went” (lines 35-3&8hile others say Aunt
Chloe’s age renders it “too late” for her to learn to read, Aumbe responds that
because of her age, she should start becoming literate immedi@tedypoem’s lack of
guotation marks surrounding the naysayers’ statements indicatesvdiwair lack of
credence, as well as Aunt Chloe’s ability to twist another’s statenmeht,cally make it
her own.

Harper scholars make much of the clearly different stylaiskes in the “Aunt Chloe”
poems from her others. Melba Joyce Boyd asserts that “Harpesisect for the
intelligence, perseverance, and accomplishments of the freechderomen encouraged
her to craft an alternative to written black dialect that did not compromiseddetity or
their integrity.*® Boyd’s perhaps overly enthusiastic assessment contains sddigyval

The attempt to classify Harper's “Aunt Chloe” poems does presefiallenge. They

1%8 Boyd, Discarded Legacyl50.
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certainly do not resemble Paul Lawrence Dunbar's acknowleddiedeét” poetry*>®
The poems actually contain the same a/b rhyme scheme and atenabeher other
poems do. A possible explanation for the “Aunt Chloe” poems’ asswtigkiany form
with “black dialect” (besides the more informal voice she uses thean in her other
poems) stems from the fact that such a strong individual voiesgers repeatedly in a
series of poem¥? Even Harper's other poems that use the first-person vocal pevspecti
like “The Fugitive’'s Wife,” and “The Slave Mother” (while poviglrin their own right)
do not possess the same conversational tone that “Learning to Read” e poem’s
opening “Very soon the Yankee soldiers/ Came down and set up schoek {-2),
makes the audience/reader feel as if he/she is litaralllge middle of a conversation
with Aunt Chloe. The words “Very soon” imply that the poem’s openimgslinvolve a
continuation of the speaker’'s story that she has started tekiftgebthe poem even
begins. In “Learning to Read,” the speaker’s voice truly constthe very nature of the
poem.

The poem’s subject matter plays a significant role in Aunt Célakility to construct
a voice. “Learning to Read” interestingly does not end with Alimbe’s triumph in her

newfound reading capabilities, but her consequent ability to carveroundividual

159 Fahamisha Brown cites Dunbar’s poem “When DeytédsColored Soldiers” as an example of the
manner in which he “replicates in writing [dialgobetry] a culturally specific way of using langudge
Performing,34.

180 Dialect poetry in general has a long and compditatritical history, beginning with early critics’
complete rejection of it, to later more contempyprartists becoming concerned with its authentieitya
direct reflection of African-American vernaculaHarper, in particular, has been widely criticizedthe
twentieth and twenty-first centuries for her inaaritic use of black dialect, most prevalently iralbkeroy
Fahamisha Brown points out however, that “earlyidsin-American poets were intent upon demonstrating
their language competencyPerforming 12-13. Harper's use of a vernacular in the “A@mioe” then
(even if inauthentic), may demonstrate a hybrichglaage competency” of standard English and African-
American dialect.
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space. The poem ends: “Then | got a little cabin/ A place tangabwn-/ And |1 felt as
independent/ As the queen upon her throne” (lines 41-44). Aunt Chlezaclitgives
her vocal possession and assertion. She can “call” the cabiroimy In teaching
herself to read, Aunt Chloe does not ultimately depend on the “Yan&ekets,” the
masters who want to hide knowledge from her, nor any other individuat@dwmher age
as a deterrent to the power that knowledge clearly brings toitpeifiesl by the poem’s
lapses into African-American dialect. Aunt Chloe never fully asladpeé white man’s
language. She instead uses her newfound literacy to “speak’caughty independent
poetic voice.

In fact, the power of literacy gives Aunt Chloe an individual voicemiany
senses. While Aunt Chloe is obviously a fictional characterliteezicy could not have
taken place without Harper’'s own. In composing “Learning to Reaakpét gives Aunt
Chloe the ability to speak, and makes a powerful statement about treequae literacy.
As an educated African-American woman, Harper shows in this ploat literacy lends
power and an irrepressible voice.

Because of the large illiteracy rate among African-Aosrs in the nineteenth-
century, both before the Civil War, and immediately afterwtds) have primarily
focused on the effects Harper’'s poetry exercises on her whitenaedi This distinction
should not detract from the worth and complexity of Harper’s poetrynwhe considers
that, in these two time periods, power (political and otherwis®demainly in white

hands. Moreover, on many occasions, Harper’'s poetry attempts t@eksponse from

181 Virtually all scholars who work with these timerjpels discuss and document the prevalence and
significance of the African-American illiteracy eat
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white women, another powerless group, although certainly not sharing thetgpnzeas
African-American women. Thus, her poetry’'s strategic persuagjfmon those in
authority simultaneously demonstrates the manner in which the opgreas exhibit
power of their own. This idea assumes greater significance if one acknowledpesda
lectures to African-Americans in the south during Reconstructiotthodgh Harper
scholars do exist, much work remains to be done, especially regdrdmgoetry.
Oftentimes, scholars will dismiss Harper's persuasive poéagpecially in the
abolitionist phase of her life) because it possesses such agkatd®? Consequently,
they suggest it must contain no real depth. Yet, strategy doealways indicate
superficiality, as Harper has shown both in her life and her wardeper’'s consistent
usage of the feminine voice in her poetry to express her agendasmdeed demonstrate
and subvert the sexism inherent within racism. However, the femuoree, more
basically and importantly, simply makes the African-Ameriegaaman (and all women
for that matter) impossible to ignore, if one wishes to discuspdemns or even simply
read or listen to them. It is through them that she displays éin@en in which she can
work within competing discourses to construct her own discursive pofsra result,
Harper’s poetry exudes complexity. It will always contain aighify more than one

clear and direct function.

182 Melba Joyce Boyd for example, asserts, “[HoustakeB] condemns Frances Harper ... for advocating
the ‘uplift’ of the ‘race,” as if to suggest thatgsantry and illiteracy represent true culturahtidg and
convey authentic imageryDiscarded Legacyl9.
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“The Visible Text”

Harper's 1892 novelola Leroy was published during a particularly turbulent
political era in American history. Most notably, this period (alzodecade after the end
of Reconstruction, and four years befdPéessy v. Fergusomwhich legally upheld
segregation, ushering in the Jim Crow era), involved the emerg#nshifting and
competing American discourses surrounding race and slavery. IraSKavash's
discussion of the “color line” in American cultural practice, sthentifies its initial
conception as stemming from this era, claiming “Expressions faal riansgression,
such as ‘passing,” ‘crossing over,” or ‘marrying across the,’liseggest that the
individual racial identity of black or white remains demarcatea [symbolic color line
that's conceived in geographical terms echoing the spatial divisimstguted by
segregation®®® In other words, the power of the “color line” or racial divisior an
classification, actually resides in its discursive “symbofiswhich was then physically
enacted or “echoed” in the form of legal segregation by the American coansyst

Indeed, although the end of the Civil War and the passage of theertir
Amendment legally ended slavery, American discourse surroundoegin particular,
ushered in a new form of racism, tied specifically to the languageenfdne. As Saidiya
Hartman points out,

The failures of Reconstruction cannot be recounted solely ases sdriegal

reversals or troop withdrawals; they also need to be located wetiidanguage

163 samira KawasHDislocating the Color Line: Identity, Hybridity, drSingularity in African-American
Literature (Stanford, California: Stanford University Pre$997), 2.
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of persons, rights, and liberties ... The complicity of slavery asedfsm or, at
the very least, the ways in which they assumed, presupposed, ancednorne
another — freedom finding its dignity and authority in this “prinyenisol of
corruption” and slavery transforming and extending itself in thatdimand
subjection of freedom — troubled, if not elided, any absolute and defim&viker
between slavery and its aftermath ... As a consequence of ipataomT, blacks
were incorporated into the narrative of the rights of man armmjt by virtue of
the gift of freedom and wage labor, the formerly enslaved wargegt entry into
the hallowed halls of humanity, and at the same time, the unyiekinag
implacable fabrication of blackness as subordination continued undexdiseoh
formal equality*®*
What Hartman points to here is the manner in which American lagalative
simultaneously disguised and exposed its conflation with culturaltivarrduring the
Reconstruction and Jim Crow eras. African-Americans wereatnaped as “free”
citizens, yet still made socially subordinate. The famous pliseparate but equal” in
Plessy v. Fergusothen, overtly constructed the African-American body as “equait”
socially deemed them “separate.” Discursive power here, mstgifeself through
disguised narrative. What African-Americans were grappling wafter slavery, was an
apparent discrepancy between the manner in which legal and discialirse determined

their subjectivity. This seeming split however, was continuously narrativized.

184 Hartman Scenes of Subjectipf-119.
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Harper’s novelola Leroyworks within and against cultural narrative through its
focus on discourse and visibility. The text seemingly follows kagstc conventions of a
“tragic mulatta” story, written about frequently during this tiperiod. The heroine
discovers her African-American heritage as a young adultladtewhite father dies, only
to be sold into slavery, and the novel follows her consequent perils throuGivihé/ar
and its aftermath, to her ultimate triumph where she mamiédrecan-American doctor,
and becomes a champion of racial uplift. The singular aspetisohdovel, however,
resides in the manner in which it is discourse itself that besonsible, rather than the
individual bodies within it. While it does possess a traceablatharpath, much of the
novel is taken up with various characters representing and tesgkaking” their
different positions on race relations and racial issues. Thusoipletely collapsing
individual subject positions with political discourse, this text abtudisrupts and
exposes the conflation between visibility and cultural narrative.other words, the
individual bodies that we see before us in the text (and what rdm@esent) are
deliberately and obviously narrativized, demonstrating the extent whwaced bodies
are culturally determined and categorized. Instead, what truly becosit@s 1 this text
is discourse itself.

From the very beginning dbla Leroy, the novel instantly exposes the multi-
layered functions of discourse through its particular usage ohtiva. M.M. Bakhtin
defines “novelistic discourse” as

a diversity of social speech types (sometimes even divafkignguages) and a

diversity of individual voices, artistically organized ... Theseinit$ive links and
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interrelationships between utterances and languages, this moventleattioéme
through different languages and speech types, its dispersion intuletsr of
and droplets of social heteroglossia, its dialogization — thishé hasic
distinguishing feature of the stylistics of the no¥al.
For Bakhtin then, the novel’s use of discourse is characterizad‘diyersity” of “social
speech,” or more specifically, the continuous interplay betwadinidual statements or
“utterances” and social/cultural “languages.”

For the African-American novel (or novels written specifically African-
Americans), the notion of diversity in its discourse is partitplianportant. As Bernard
Bell explains, “The Afro-American novel [is] a hybrid narrativehose distinctive
tradition and vitality are derived basically from the sedimemeddenous roots of black
American folklore and literary genres of the Western wot?.”Bell then, identifies
“hybridity” in African-American novels specifically throughsi interplay between
Western and African discourse. Bell describes the function of phstbelovels in
particular as follows: “The first task in moving toward sodiaélism in the Afro-
American novel [at the turn on the century] was to clear the groutitedbre of white

racism and sow the seeds for a more faithful portrayal of theplearities of black

185 Bakhtin, “Discourse in the NovelThe Dialogic Imagination262-3.

16 Bernard Bell,The Afro-American Novel and Its TraditigAmherst: The University of Massachusetts
Press, 1987), xii. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. expamqasuhis idea in his discussion of the black veutercin
African-American literature imhe Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-Ameridaterary Criticism.
Gates most particularly touches upon this phenomémdis identification of “the metaphor of the diber
voiced” or the particular and continuous tensiorAfrican-American literature between the oral ahd t
written.
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character and culturé® African-American novelists writing in this time period then,
struck a delicate balance in their narratives between spe#kn¢anguage of white
discourse that would potentially thwart racism, and simultaneouslymgnting the
complex elements of black culture.

Through opening the novel with the coded language of slaves Ithan, eroy
demonstrates this particular discursive hybridity charadterist African-American
novels. The text begins with two lines of dialogue discussinghttGood mornin’
Bob; how’s butter dis mornin'?’ ... ‘Fresh; just as fresh, as fieh be,®® It is not
until a few pages later that this seemingly innocuous discussialsrupted by the
narrator informing us,

During the dark days of the Rebellion, when the bondman was turning kisoeye

the American flag, and learning to hail it as an ensign lofetance, some of the

shrewder slaves, coming in contact with their masters and overtpetueir
conversations, invented a phraseology to convey in the most unsuspected manne
news to each other from the battle-field ... In conveying tidingeefvar, if they
wished to announce a victory of the Union army, they said the buatefresh, or

that the fish and eggs were in good condition. If defeat befath,thieen the

butter and other produce were rancid or stale,” (9).

Thus, in immediately presenting us with the coded discourse ofrgldaowed by its

deconstruction, the novel fulfills the two functions that Bell enumgnap®n in his text.

167 Bell, The Afro-American Noveb7.

18 Frances E.W. Harpelgla Leroy or Shadows Uplifte(Boston: Beacon Press, 1987), 7. All subsequent
citations will refer to this edition.
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We are given the cultural language of slaves, and overtly made tostamtethat it
represents complexity and a purpose theoretically heretofore unknowwhlig
Americans. Slaves were able to use their particular l@ggtagain and relay news of
the war.

However, what is most significant about the narrator explaining ¢bded
language is the manner in which it is ultimately the natudisaiourse itself (rather than
its linguistic meaning) that becomes truly visible for thedex. Because the narrator has
exposed to us the meaning behind these individual utterances, where we might fyotential
have viewed them as mere statements initially, we are ctvally able to see them as
social discourse. The text essentially forces us to rewait garticular language. As
Bakhtin further describes, “Form and content in discourse areooce, we understand
that verbal discourse is a social phenomenon — social throughout itsrange and in
each and every of its factors, from the sound image to the furémeshes of abstract
meaning.*®® What the reader truly views in the opening scenelafLeroythen, is the
manner in which individual statements have combined with socioculamngliage, thus
ultimately and importantly calling attention to the power of discourse.

We additionally view this phenomenon through the manner in which the novel
uses language itself to construct narrative. In his discussibmhgla Leroy, Justin
Edwards declares, “Harper's witnessing of Reconstruction andigéeof segregation

influenced her to turn to slavery as a crucial metaphor, a catygmodel for what she

169 Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel,” 259.
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perceived as a repetition of that ‘peculiar institutiod>Indeed, throughout the novel,
Harper often uses figures of speech to describe historical seveemd situations,
demonstrating the extent to which these were narrativized. THerresaintroduced to
the Civil War in particular in the novel as follows: “Every nawd then, after furtively
looking around, one would drop into the ears of the other some news of tleetHuexit
raging between the North and South which, like two great millstomess grinding
slavery to powder” (8). Many Harper scholars would interpretahguage in this scene
as an example of her use of melodrama and romance that these beHeracterize this
novel. Bernard Bell, for example claims, “A melodramatic gtafithe color linejola
Leroy ... combine[s] the sentimentality and rhetoric of romance withp#yehological
and sociological truth of mimesi$™ While Harper may indeed be working within these
genres inola Leroy, the usage of an extended simile to introduce and describe the Civi
War also importantly calls attention to the particular powecufural narrative. The
information that the North and South were “grinding slavery to powdestantly clues
the reader in to what the narrator is discussing, without herifiagtit directly. As a
result, what the reader views instead is an overt narratoizat the Civil War, that we

nevertheless are able to identify as historical fact instafftly.

10 Edwards Gothic Passage$7.
11 Bell, The Afro-American Novebs.

72| 'am by no means suggesting here that Harper nteainslicate the outcome of the Civil War and its
abolishment of slavery was negative. However,User of figurative language here does call attertioon
the power of social and cultural narrative and disse. When one also considers the paradoxical
definition of freedom for the newly emancipatedvels the image of the Civil War “grinding slaveny t
powder” may also be viewed as decidedly ironic.
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The novel also calls attention to the discursive power of narrditreegh its use
of irony. When the white Dr. Gresham is informed that the pootist lola Leroy, for
whom he has romantic feelings, is actually African-Amerjda fact that is significantly
not visible at all through her physical appearance), he statdst“yéu tell me changes
the whole complexion of things” (58). The use of the word “complexiordescribe Dr.
Gresham’s changing view towards lola as a potential witkeesdedly not subtle in its
twofold meaning. Since the color of lola’s literal “complexias’essentially the reason
behind Dr. Gresham’s initial change of heart (a justificatibat tis even further
complicated by the fact that lola visually appears white) ugeeof “complexion” in the
figurative sense only reinforces this fact, thus demonstratingnthener in which
language and cultural narrative intersect to produce raciabudise. In this overtly
transparent usage of layered meanings, what we view irt,effert just the absurdity of
Dr. Gresham literally seeing lola differently, despite féuet that her physical appearance
has not changed, nor has it ever actually appeared anythingtuhewhite’’® but this
actual discursive construction taking place before our eyes.

The text’s own narrative structure then, is constructed in sucly &hatit reveals
cultural narrative itself. Despite spanning the Civil War, andoRstruction, there is
actually very little direct physical action in this novehstiead, the reader is often treated
to sections of individual characters narrating their various estqpees of slavery and

racial relations. As a result, the novel almost reads as thbegtory is a backdrop for

731t is also significant that Dr. Gresham “sees’aldlifferently after hearing of her lineage from treo
person. Cultural narrative then, is passed alornginvthe narrative of the text to shape Greshangs/s on
race.
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the inclusion and exposition of multiple views of the “race questatrthe turn of the
century. Virtually every character represents a current opiniorRe@construction
political movements regarding racial uplift. The character Auntld for example, not
only represents a newly freed slave with a particular positiortesady and temperance,
she frequently discusses it as well. When Robert and lola visiéftesrthe war, their
discussion is primarily taken up with debates about temperanceenadyi Aunt Linda
declares, “I beliebs we might be a people ef it warn't for rdetzable drink” (160).
Melba Joyce Boyd describes the Temperance movement in |agéeenith-century
America as follows: “Temperance was a key issue of Canisabolitionists and radical
feminists, and it found favor with Harper’'s poetry ... Before the enthefnineteenth
century, alcoholism had become one of the most destructive forceppiessed
communities of color in the United States, preying on their despemtditions.*™*
Thus, in constructing Aunt Linda as a newly freed slave who abhar;dthe novel
constructs a character who literally speaks to the Temperance issue.

Significantly, Robert and lola actually have to instruct Aunt Liatb@ut what
Temperance actually involves, after she is surprised to leatnher homemade wine
would be considered alcohol as well. After Robert and lola engage in a sontavgtlay
Biblical justification of abolishing alcohol with lola declaringrfexample, “the Bible
says that the wine at last will bite like a serpent andydtke an adder,” Aunt Linda
finally responds, “Dat’ so! | beliebs I'll let dis turn toimegar, an’ not make any more”

(185-186). Thus, in the character of Aunt Linda, the text overtly namasi the issue of

17 Boyd, Discarded Legacy75.
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temperance and many of the problems inherent in making newly feeex$ aware of it

and willing to subscribe to it. As a result, what we actusdlg here is not the individual
body of Aunt Linda, since the only element we actually see ofshieer words, but the
discourse of temperance.

What complicates the reader’s perception of Aunt Linda is the mammehich
her particular language identifies her as a character. Regdke particular discourse of
temperance visible through Aunt Linda would be positive in this semae s@mperance
was obviously an issue that Harper personally espoused. In thighesmsethe one-
dimensionality of Aunt Linda as a character, by the text forcing us to igdmtifwith the
language of temperance rather than just as a raced body, peadgideinds her more
complexity and depth. However, Aunt Linda’s use of dialect also visuadlrks her as
raced and embodied in the text. In fact, Harper’'s inclusionadédti in this novel has
come across frequent scrutiny by critics, interestingly emoomich more so than in her
poetry. Most criticism though stems from Harper’'s inauthentigeisaf the black
vernacular. Hazel Carby, for example addresses these claims by stating,

Harper placed in the mouths of her folk characters a poorly writi#ect that

was intended to indicate their illiteracy. The language Harmpented for them

was based on an authorial sense of error and deviation from an assumedt
was not attempt to describe the inherent qualities, cadence, and tdhe of
freedmen’s speech ... Although the narrative presence of the fakseraously

weakened by Harper’'s flawed attempts to render dialect thrdugct speech,
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she was aware of the relationship between social power and the pbdwer

languagée’”®
Thus, Carby makes the interesting claim that Harper never imtetmeinclude
“authentic” dialect in her novel, but yet still finds its preseatd& “weakened” inlola
Leroythrough its construction in individual statements.

Indeed, if white bodies are inherently invisible within Americascdurse, the
language ofiola Leroy mirrors this ideology through its employment of dialect with
certain African-American characters like Aunt Linda. Thebaé shift from lola’s
statement “biting like a serpent” to Aunt Linda’s declaratiorh€liebs I'll let dis turn to
winegar” makes Aunt Linda in fact highly visible within the nawatof the novel. Her
particular language noticeably stands out from that of the mairaatkes’ and the
narrator’s. Linguistically then, Aunt Linda is highly embodied within this$, tes not just
what she talks about, but her actual words themselves, visually Inear Yet, in
speaking these highly distinctive words, Aunt Linda also importantlytiearts her own
discourse. As Frantz Fanon points out so famousBlack Skin, White Maskslt is
implicit that to speak is to exist absolutely for the other a.speak means to be in a
position to use a certain syntax, to grasp the morphology of this tdatiguage, but it
means above all to assume a culture, to support the weight ofization.”® Thus, in

speaking a language (or a vernacular) that is decidedly notddemndi that of the

175 carby Reconstructing WomanhooB-81.

176 Frantz FanopBlack Skin, White Masksans. Charles Lam Markmann (New York: Grove Pr&8§7),
17-18.
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dominant “civilization,”” Aunt Linda truly constructs her own voice here. Moreover, as
Carby and other scholars have pointed out, she is not even necegseaiyng the
“authentic” language of her own vernacular. What is exposed iAudhe Linda scenes
then, is the way in which discourse unwittingly constructs subjacid the simultaneous
manner in which it can be manipulated.

The novel's employment of familiar narrative strains suchhastitagic mulatta
figure embodied in lola, simultaneously illuminates and revisesdib@ursive property
through incorporating the element of choice. This trope, utilizedmjuaction with the
“passing” novel, that was especially popular in the late nineteentleanhg twentieth
centuries, placed at the center of texts a “light-skinned” Afritmerican heroine
unknowingly “passing” for white. After the heroine discovers she dodadt possess
African-American heritage, most often immediately aftére falls in love with or
becomes engaged to a white man, usually one of two novelistic sseware presented
for her: continuing to “pass” or a tragic death, the latter dbefre almost universal
occurrenceé’® Not surprisingly, this narrative has posed considerable problems and
guestions for scholars of this literature. As M. Guilia Fabi paaotsin Passing and the

Rise of the African American Noyel

Y7 This differentiation from the reader’s “languadge’emphasized through the occurrence of long passag
where events are narrated strictly through the a@rtar voice. The phonetic spelling of this larggia
causes reading these passages to be a decidedyandoious task than those that are not writtervihig
thus underscoring the difference in language beiwlee reader and these characters.

178 Significantly, the choices for male protagonisitsimilar circumstances in these texts were natgs.

Male characters in Charles Chesnufife House Behind the Cedansd James Weldon Johnson'’s
Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Mdar example, choose to continue to pass for white, live.
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The pervasive presence of light-skinned and mulatto and mulatta ensnactst
have seemed an obvious confirmation of the power of racial hegeton@hape
not only the American social system but also the artisticiima#éign. It is even
less surprising that that this theme, so abused and stereotypdutdyvriters of
tragic mulatto fictions, so difficult to reconcile with twenhietentury militant
expressions of race pride, and so threatening of group boundaries, shanie bec
almost taboo among critics of African-American literature, wfien describe the
origins of black fiction by glossing over, dismissing, or devaluirkdpat-white
characters!®
Thus, the notion that possessing African-American blood could be suaelsa of shame
that it actually kills a character, coupled with the fact teatlers were only experiencing
“all-but-white” characters (in both physicality and circumsg&nalone in these novels,
has not sat well with contemporary critics, with whom as Fabes, the celebration of
race pride is an important element of African-American resistance.

As a result, scholars vary widely in their interpretatiothefmanner in which the
tragic mulatta figure discursively functioned in these novels.reiKé&anchez-Eppler
denounces the use of a “light-skinned hero” in specifically abolitioficsion by
declaring “the light-skinned body is valued ... precisely becatigs ability to mask the
alien African blackness that the fictional mulatto is nevertBelpsirported to

represent®® For Sanchez-Eppler then, the employment of a “light-skinned” body t

19M. Guilia Fabi,Passing and the Rise of the African American N@vgbana and Chicago: University of
lllinois Press, 2001), 106.

180 sanchez-Epplefouching Liberty 33.
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represent African-American subjectivity, purposefully disguisesckblkess, thus
continuing the racist project of viewing the African-Ameridaody as “alien.” Hazel
Carby, on the other hand, views the fictional mulatto figure amportant intermediary
narrative figure, claiming, “Historically, the mulatto, as naveafigure, has two primary
functions: as a vehicle for an exploration of the relationship betiyeeraces, and, at the
same time, an expression of the relationship between the ralgedigdre of the mulatto
should be understood and analyzed as a narrative device of medi&tiSmtilarly, M.
Guilia Fabi argues, “The trope of passing provided African Amermmavelists with a
means to pioneer a counterhegemonic discussion of blackness a®redfs and
ideologically changing construct ... The awareness that persataltities are
constructed was the starting point of the passer's adventures, redhesult.** For
scholars like Carby and Fabi, the recognition that these nowais written for both
black and white audiences leads them to view the mulatto figureeathat not only can
relate to both races, but actually convince them that race is a discursitrecons

On one leveljola Leroy certainly follows the tragic mulatta narrative through its
construction of its female protagonist. The text initially amgghiicantly focuses a great
deal on lola’s physical appearance. She is in fact, introduced to the feadghtTom’s
(a fellow slave at this point) discussion of her beauty: “Myt she’s putty. Beautiful
long hair comes way down her back; putty blue eyes, an’ jis’ ez white ez afg/bodis

place ... | heerd Marse Tom talkin’ ‘bout her las’ night to his brudeédim’ him she war

181 Carby,Reconstructing Womanhoo89.

182 Fabi,Passing 5.
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mighty airish, but he meant to break her in” (38). Thus, we first \@e through
another’s admiration of her physical beauty. Notably, much of héywaés that identify
her as beautiful to Tom (and consequently to the reader), such a®rgehair’ and
“blue eyes” signify her as white, and consequently decidedly out oé plathin the
realm of slavery. lola’s “light-skinned body” is what marks asehtifies her within the
narrative of the novel as a tragic mulatta figure. She app&hite, but nevertheless
possesses enough African-American blood to place her within slavery.

lola’s romantic encounters with the white Dr. Gresham alseméle an
important element of the tragic mulatta narrative. Aftda larticulately informs Dr.
Gresham of her hopes for racial uplift, the narrator tells us, ®esham gazed
admiringly upon lola. A glow of enthusiasm overspread her beautifulegsipe face.
There was a rapt and far-off look in her eye, as if she werenigdleyond the present
pain to a brighter future for the race with which she was idedtiand felt the grandeur
of a divine commission to labor for its uplifiting” (219-220). Thus, Giresham’s
theoretical “admiration” of lola’s speech lapses into venerationhef physical
appearance here. It is ultimately her “beautiful” and “expredsce” that Dr. Gresham
is “gazing admirably” upon, not what she is speaking about. Whileetaer looks at
lola’s actual words, Dr. Gresham gazes upon her body. As a, nebalt Dr. Gresham
sees in lola is a beautiful woman who appears white, but whose inatlis(scene, quite
literally, given the topic of her speech) simultaneously speakéidden African-

American heritage.
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One of the more complicated aspects of the tragic mulatténieés romance with
a white man both within the narrative of the novel of its kind ananipact upon cultural
narrative itself, involves of course, what this potentially bespedisut physical
attraction between the races. If any drop of African-Amaribbbod is enough to
identify someone as such, and is always ultimately transpareevéry tragic mulatta
novel, her identity is always revealed to her white suitor aegoomt), the nature of the
white suitor’s physical attraction to a “passing” heroine becdngddy complex, since it
is always so firmly rooted in her body. In this particulamscomlola Leroy, the text
renders this element of the tragic mulatta narrative traespaby presenting a
“romantic” response from Dr. Gresham to lola after she spdaks aacial uplift. What
body Dr. Gresham actually “admires” here (white, black, or bgibintedly becomes
discursively entangled.

By constructing the novel around the idea that lola is able to chooseace,
Harper additionally points to the paradoxical nature of racialbility” residing within
blood, or what is truly invisible. It is significant that this cleics constructed
specifically through whom lola decides to marry. After @el War, African-American
female activists like Harper struggled to refute stereotymemrding black female
sexuality in particular, specifically that of the supposedlyeisht lasciviousness of
African-American women. As Barbara Christian states, “Thekbiave women were

not identified, as white women were, with the roles of wife and moltlé primarily and
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specifically with the roles of mother and worké¥ As a result, the fact that lola
deliberately chooses when and how she will work, as well as ngtvdmdm she will
marry, but marriage itself, thoroughly undermines any notion of rairgeuality. In
one often cited quote, lola tells her Uncle Robert, “I have a yhihat every woman
ought to know how to earn her own living. | believe that a great anwusih and
misery springs from the weakness and inefficiency of women,” (Z0%s, here, lola
refutes the idea that a female African-American body’s pokpose is manual labor and
childbirth. It is “every woman’s” duty to work, not just an AfricAmerican’s.
Significantly, working is “earning a living,” and not just physical toil. slaiso important
that lola directly verbalizes this idea before we actuellgr see her attempt to “earn a
living” in the novel. What lola’s speech emphasizes here theheigationality and
reason behind her claims, rather than the physicality of a female bodygstki

The fact that marriage itself becomes an overtly discurdiggce additionally
subverts stereotypical ideas of African-American femabauality. When the white Dr.
Gresham proposes to lola earlier in the novel, the narrator raktesaction as follows:
“His companionship was an unexpected pleasure. She had learned thiemmsence
and to miss him when absent, and when she began to question her héauhdhbat
unconsciously it was entwining around him. ‘Yes,’ she said to hefisadf like him; but

| can never marry him. To the man | marry my heart must lmpas as the flowers to

183 Barbara ChristiarBlack Women Novelists: The Development of a Tatitt892-197Westport,
Connecticut: Greenwood Publishing Group, Inc., 3980

18t is important to note here that when we do viela applying for or working at various jobs, ske i

often turned down or fired when others learn of Afeican-American identity. The text thus also
underscores the manner in which the discursive poWsociety often ignores or is blind to reason.
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the sun. | could not accept his hand and hide from him the secret birtmy (111).
lola’s feelings for Dr. Gresham are fairly ambiguous in thigene. She “enjoys” his
“presence,” and misses him when he is gone. She also fins thagdré is “entwining
around him.” All of these facts seemingly point to the ideaghatis indeed beginning
to (if she has not already) fall in love with him. Yet, shgngicantly stops short of
desiring to marry him, instead stating to herself that 8kes” him, but can never marry
him, because of her racial identity. lola is thus able to contrplpatential feelings she
may possess for Dr. Gresham, by discursively re-stating selhevhat is important to
her.

This scene significantly contrasts with the proposal of Drnmieat (an African-
American doctor who is equally concerned with racial uplift),a@s the end of the
novel. After he proposes, the narrator tells us:

[lola] had admired Dr. Gresham and, had there been no barrier in fieshea

might have learned to love him; but Dr. Latimer had grown irtibssupon her

heart. There were depths in her nature that Dr. Gresham hadfath@ned;
aspirations in her soul with which he had never mingled. But as thesvieap
up to the strand, so her soul went out to Dr. Latimer. Betweenlitresrwere no
impeding barriers, no inclination impelling one way and duty compellinghanot

Kindred hopes and tastes had knit their hearts; grand and noble purposes wer

lighting up their lives; and they esteemed it a blessed privieg#and on the

threshold of a new era and labor for those who had passed from thegatdhol

of slavery into the new commonwealth of freedom. (271)
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Thus, like lola’s experience with her heart “entwining” around DesBam, here she
feels Dr. Latimer “grow irresistibly” on her “heart.” Tlmportant distinction here is of
course Dr. Latimer and lola’s united struggle in “grand and noble pespas work
towards racial uplift for African-Americans. What this oWerlinguistic similarity
between the two scenes reveals is twofold. Not only does Iolatriage choice become
elevated beyond physical love, as she ultimately chooses Dr. Ldiecause he will
work with her for a “noble purpose,” but she is actually able to cbatrput aside any
feelings she may possess for the wrong person. In not just choosim@ga, but
selecting a husband who will match haeologically the character of lola Leroy refutes
a stereotypical cultural narrative, by, in effect, constructing and adjteriher own.
Consequently, novelistic discourselata Leroy, visibly exposes social discourse
through reflecting and revising cultural narratives, like that of “gessing” heroine.
Unlike the typical tragic mulatta, lola does not die, and she acerads up marrying the
mate of her choice. lola additionally and significantly eveningllyy throws her lot in
with that of her African-American brethren, even though it idegeasy (and as other
characters argue repeatedly in the novel, perhaps more banefidner) for her to pass
as white. She even vocally revises the tragic mulatta thexrlly arguing against
miscegenation on behalf of the black race. In one of many sachpéas in the novel,
lola declares, “Every person of umixed blood who succeeds in any meparof
literature, art, or science is a living argument for the lsgipawhich is in the race”

(199). lola then appropriates the white American correlation betseecess and white
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racial purity to transform the equation into one that involves unmhtedan-American
blood.

The fact however, that lola herself (the novel’s protagonist) isixed blood and
still decidedly appears white, poses a problem for some contempoitery, especially
since the novel renders lola progressive in so many other wBagdara Christian for
example, critiques the racial politics of this novel by pointingtbetfact that only those
with white blood are able to succe®d.lola’s success then as an African-American
woman proves not entirely satisfactory, since she not only possdsisedlood, but for
all intensive purposes, looks completely white as well.

However, by constructing a heroine who is able to choose whichadosong
to, precisely because the reliance on visibility alone does not atitalty classify her
within one particular race, the text emphasizes the manner ohuths discourse itself
that determines racial identity, and not what is empiricallgibke.” Just as her African-
American heritage (or what we cannot actually “see” in)lbks the power to send her
into slavery when her father dies, the white blood that lola pasesaot powerful
enough to save her from this fate, even if it is what appearsvisdse to everyone else
in the novel. Thus, what we are actually able to “see” lsemetia particular raced body
(since lola can appear either black or white at any given pothiei novel, depending on
her circumstance), but the competing discourses that construdt ig. not how lola
actually looks that is determining her subjectivity at any myittme, but the manner in

which others are discursively instructed to view her. Theigalliaction that lola makes

185 Christian,Black Women Novelist&9.
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in choosing to belong to the African-American community then, isusitgne that aids
in racial uplift, but emphasizes the manner in which racialgoaization is narrativized.
lola is able, after all, to construct her own racial subjectivity discursive system where
the rules seemed heretofore unflinchingly rigid.

By rendering its own narrative visible theiola Leroy exposes the manner in
which cultural discourse is constructed. While of course, all noeelisécourse is
inherently visible in the literal senskla Leroy frequently calls attention to itself as
narrative through its exposition of its story. Even though this nousl daestory that
possesses a chronological timeltfiéthe text significantly does not present it in a linear
fashion. The novel instead begins at the brink of the Civil War, and tehdsince back
and forth between different time periods. In one such example, Clagherends with
Dr. Gresham proposing to lola towards the end of the war. Thénles of the chapter
involve Gresham beseeching, “And now | ask, will you not permit me to clasp hands with
you for life? | do not ask for a hasty reply. Give yourselttim think over what | have
proposed,” (60). The next chapter then begins with the following linearid twenty
years before the war, two young men of French and Spanish desteoth\sasing on a
large verandah which surrounded an ancient home on the Mississippi @1). What
follows here, is three chapters telling specifically shay of Eugene and Marie Leroy

(lola’s parents), lola’s childhood, culminating in the death offa#ver and sister, the

18 A condensed version of the chronological eventshefstory of the novel would read as something
along the lines of the following: the story of I@lgarents’ marriage, Eugene Leroy’s death, thelegion

of the Leroy children’s heritage, lola’'s sale irglavery, the Civil War (where lola meets Dr. Gresha
working as a nurse), Reconstruction during whicla lworks for racial uplift, lola’s reunion with her
family, and her ultimate marriage to Dr. Latimérhere are various subplots involving other charadie
the novel that also fit within this timeline.
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revelation of her African-American heritage, and her sale stdeery. The pause that
lola theoretically takes in pondering Dr. Gresham’s proposdileis enacted within the
narrative of the text as well, as the novel literally stopeifcanother story. In overtly
forcing the reader to pause as well, rather than allowing uss® durselves in a
chronological story, the text compels us instead to view the caetistt and shape of the
narrative itself.

Similarly, this narrative interruption accomplishes more thanthestreation of a
dramatic effect. After all, at this point, the reader alyeknows that lola is of mixed
heritage (a fact that one might argue Harper could have kampt fevealing until the
Leroy story if dramatic effect were her primary aim), #melinclusion of the story of her
background fills in details, more than it generates surprisesthér words, the reader
knows how this particular story is going to end. As a resultmeis of it such as
Eugene’s untimely death before he can whisk his family awdyutope, and his cousin
Alfred’s betrayal of the family, become, if not definitively knalle, certainly
predictable. Thus, because the reader actually aids in shapirggotiie(by actively
filling in gaps as we read, instead of passively letting threative wash over us), the
discourse of the novel itself is what emerges as a visibly constructed entit

The novel in fact, relies upon the reader’s recognition of itsucsse
construction to make its point. Significantly, Dr. Gresham and Btimer prove mirror
images of each other. Both are doctors, a profession that sfeadgically with the
examination and analysis of the body, and both are struck by lolaisybsaecifically

when she speaks. After Dr. Latimer hears lola speak atia rgaift meeting, the
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narrator tells us that “Her soul seemed to be flashing throughatedoveliness of her
face and etherealizing its beauty,” compelling Dr. Latimerxdagm, “She is angelic!”
(257). The distinction between the two doctors then, resides in tineemen which they
view lola’s body. Dr. Gresham ultimately only views her bodyusdy, by actually
encouraging her to stop overworking it for her cause, tellingnh@is marriage proposal,
“Although you possess a wonderful amount of physical endurance, you mustgeit
that saints have bodies and dwells in tabernacles of clay, jusathe as we common
mortals ... Let me claim the privilege of making your life brigimd happy” (60). Dr.
Latimer on the other hand recognizes her worth in her work fomlraglift. He
conversely tells her, “I am not an adept in courtly phraseam la plain man, who
believes in love and truth. In asking you to share my lot, | am naingwiou to a life of
ease and luxury, for year after year | may have to strugdlegio the wolf from the door,
but your presence would make my home one of the brightest spots lonagartone of
the fairest types of heaven” (271). While Dr. Gresham is piiynapncerned with
preserving the physical integrity of lola’s body, Dr. Latimeants lola to “share” the
“lot” of their cause.

Similarly, the characters of Eugene Leroy and his cousiredlfrorraine mirror
each other in their opinions and ultimate actions about slavenharafiican-American
race. As the text tells us, “Lorraine was a rank Seoeis$j ready to adopt the most
extreme measures of the leaders of the movement, even tooftenireg of the slave
trade. Leroy thought a dissolution of the Union would involve a feaxjpémditure of

blood and treasure for which, before the eyes of the world, there couldo be
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justification” (89). Where Leroy is against slavery, Lorraiaggues for Secession.
Additionally, when Leroy informs Lorraine that he is going tormpaa woman with
African-American heritage, Lorraine repeatedly cautions laigainst it. Like Dr.
Gresham and Dr. Latimer however, the distinction between thesenem is ultimately
more subtle than it appears. Both of their last names bedirtlveitsame initial, visually
indicating to the reader their similarities. Most importgnéyen though Lorraine
commits a decidedly evil deed by selling the Leroy family siavery after Eugene dies,
Eugene himself can also be faulted on one level for never takingcéion to ensure his
family is saved from this fate, though he is reminded repeatedpecially by his wife
Marie) that this is a possibility. In fact, in one scene rd¥tarie is talking animatedly
about “American Civilization,” The narrative reads, “Leroy listd attentively. At times
a shadow of annoyance would overspread his face, but it was soam tlestadmiration
her earnestness and zeal inspired,” (75). Thus, here we recgivenaer of Eugene’s
limitations. While decidedly sympathetic to the cause, he doegmbtace it to the
extent that he takes enough acttdh. Thus, in constructing such importantly different
characters (i.e. Dr. Gresham/Dr. Latimer and Lorraine/LDearoguch discursively similar
ways, the text calls attention to the manner in which discours@ida and/or construct
sameness and difference.

Likewise, the text's use of language continuously calls for thederes
recognition of its construction. Various characters often referthe seemingly

ambiguous “public opinion” when discussing social issues. In one exahylaine

187 One can also see in this scene the potential mecof lola’s life if she had decided to marry Dr.
Gresham, in Marie’s ideological passion, and Eutgesigbsequent admiration for her body.
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advises Leroy to be quiet about his upcoming marriage to Mariemimigrhim, “Public
opinion is too sensitive to tolerate any such discussions” (71). Evenhtheeigcan
probably assume that Lorraine is referring to white upper-8asshern society here, the
phrase’s lack of individualization proves significant. This lackmistic specificity in
fact, abstracts the notion of ideological discourse to the point Wwhaeeomes visible as
such, as the text forces the reader to think not only about whatutertipublic opinion”
Lorraine is referencing, but about what the phrase itself ¢otesti In this case, of
course, “public opinion” becomes exposed as a discursive judgment thanething
that we all fear, yet cannot attribute to any one person or entity.

This linguistic manipulation also occurs when we learn of Lorraisals of the
Leroy family into slavery. The narrative tells us, “Lonaimade a careful investigation
of the case, to ascertain whether Marie’s marriage was valalhis delight he found
there was a flaw in the marriage and an informality in trenumission. He then
determined to invalidate Marie’s claim, and divide the inheritaamoeng Leroy’s white
relations,” (95). What we see here then, is in actuality, an alteggment to this story-
the means by which Lorraine is able to orchestrate his takebvube d_eroy family’s
finances and situations. Significantly though, the “flaw” in theokemarriage and the
“informality” in the “manumission” are never specified. What tbader sees here then,
is quite literally the discourse that renders the Leroy i@gerinvalid. The text does not
give us the actual “flaw” because it ultimately does notenattWhat carries importance

is the manner in which language is used to construct legalitg@eidl perception. In
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not giving us specifics in its own language, the text compels #duerdo recognize its
discursive power.

As a result, the manner in which the texiaf Leroyasks us to read it does not
just involve following its story, but recognizing its discursive sticee Many critics
(both current and Harper's own contemporaries) have called attentithre tiact that
elements of the novel appear to have been borrowed from Willians Bieivn’'s 1853
novel Clotel.*®® Henry Louis Gates responds to this charge in particular (and sithiéar
ones made against other African-American writers), byngfdfRepetition and revision
are fundamental to black artistic forms ... Whatever is black abtagk American
literature is to be found in this identifiable black Signifyin(g)etiénce.*® For Gates,
“repetition and revision” are integral elements of African&ioan literature and are in
fact, what constitute it as such.

In fact, repetition as a trope emerges throughalat Leroy, and goes beyond the
mere “revision” of other known narratives. Indeed, the actual stdojaLeroyrepeats
and revises itself through various characters and situations througjeonovel. The
marriage of Eugene and Marie Leroy (and its heartbreak) dstecthe potential

relationship between lola and Dr. Gresham. Harry (lola’s brothegts, falls in love

18 There are also scenes and charactetslinLeroy that resembléJncle Tom’s Cabin Some notable
examples include Tom'’s sacrificial death in theilQiVar which resembles Uncle Tom's Christ-like deat
in Stowe’s work, as well as Gracie’s (lola’s youngester) death, the overtones of which resemitiie li
Eva’s inUncle Tom’s Cabinlt should also be noted that Harper “borrows"nfrdnerself in this novel.
Early in the novel, Robert describes Tom Andersoné&hod of learning to read: “He got a book of his
own, tore it up, greased the pages, and hid thelmsihat. Then if his master had ever knockedhtsoff

he would have thought them greasy papers, andhabtlfiom was carrying his library on his head,” (44)
This depiction of course directly resembles the lI&n€aldwell character in the Aunt Chloe poem
“Learning to Read.”

189 Gates;The Signifying Monkeyxiv.
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with, and marries an African-American woman who (like lola) wddksracial uplift.
We view many different reunion scenarios throughout the novel (Robegnigmg lola
as his potential niece, Robert reuniting with his mother, Iola regntith Harry, etc.)
We even see language itself repeated and revised. Whendwola t# her family’'s fate
after her father dies, the narrator states that she writdsdther Harry (who is away at
college) a letter to inform him of what has occurred. Thedestribes his reaction to
the letter as follows: “As he read, he turned very pale; ¢hdeep flush overspread his
face and an angry light flashed from his eyes. As he redda®face became still paler;
he gasped for breath and fell into a swoon,” (120). After Haints, Dr. Bascom picks
up the letter, and begins to read it aloud, stating, “Just look all tear-blotted and
written with a trembling hand:- DEAR BROTHER:- | have dredadafews for you and |
hardly know how to tell it ...” (122). Thus, we are treated to thaahatontents of this
letter multiple times within the narrative. We know the gistvhat it says when we are
informed that lola will write Harry, we see Harry's reaction to it, and themre read the
actual language of the letter through Dr. Bascom’s voice.

In The Signifying MonkeyHenry Louis Gates elaborates on the trope of repetition
through his discussion of the relationship between the signified andgthiBes. He
argues, “To revise the received sign (quotient) literally accdufde in the relation
represented bgignified/signifierat its most apparently denotative level is to critique the
nature of (White) meaning itself, to challenge throughtexdl critique of the sign the

meaning of meaning:*® In other words, in revising a “sign” on its “denotative level” or

10 Gates;The Signifying Monkey7.
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manipulating the meaning of language, an African-American authtiquas and
exposes “white meaning” or the relationship between discourse arad stogctures. In
treating us to many different linguistic ways that we elgpee lola’s letter, or repeating
and revising its language, the textlofa Leroy ultimately exposes the manner in which
the relationship between language and meaning is not fixed, but constructed.
Ultimately then, whalola Leroydemonstrates is not just the fact that discourse is
constructed, but the manner in which it can be manipulated as wedl.Makgaret
Homans expresses, “The liberatory power of the deconstructive viemgiage derives
from the perception that a gap lies between signifier and mdrahd between word and
referent.*®! In exposing this gap between language and meaning then, the teld of
Leroy is able to resist social structures surrounding race, bgimdolg that discursive
power. As a result, the novel ends with guarded optimism: “Theetras not had very
long to straighten its hands from the hoe, to grasp the pen and wasddipower for
good, and to erect above the ruined auction-block and slave-pen institfti@asning,
but There is light beyond the darkness,/ Joy beyond the present paet;theYshadows
bear the promise/ Of a brighter coming day” (282). Literfacythe African-American
subject or the ability to “grasp the pen and wield it as a posvegdod” then, becomes a
source of incredibly important resistance that goes beyond ¢éne comprehension of

denotative meaning. As Harper displays in her body of work, throegbwn attention

191 Margaret Homans, “Racial Composition’: Metaphardathe Body of Writing in Race,Female
Subjects in Black and White: Race, Psychoanalysninism ed. Elizabeth Abel, Barbara Christian,
Helene Moglen (Berkeley: University of CaliforniagBs, 1997), 78.
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to and movement within various social discourses, once we are @bdeet and

understand discursive power, we can in turn, shape and revise our cultural language.
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Chapter 4: Fingerprinting Racial Identity: Ambiguity and Paradox in Puddn’head

Wilson

Where Harper visibly exposes discourse in her work, the politigaldations of
Mark Twain’s 1894 novePuddn’head Wilsomprove decidedly more muddled because of
this text's particular aesthetic construction. The complicatedemtangled manner in
which race is represented in this “farcical” novel about a stenkwhite baby who are
switched at birth in pre-Civil War America, has made mosicsrand scholars so
uncomfortable that very little is written about this text, esplgciehen compared with
the vast scholarship surroundiidne Adventures of Huckleberry Fina novel whose
treatment of race equally sparks fierce debate. While tieesirof Twain as a writer
have certainly never been without controversy, most notably in fandebstes
surroundingHuckleberry Fingt®? there seems to be a real difficulty among the scholarly
community in determining just what to do wRluddn’head Wilsomand its representation
of raced subjectivity. Andrew Jay Hoffman calls the textrauthlesome book,” stating
that “Its ambiguities about race and evil discomfort most redd&r As a case in point,

Myra Jehlen argues, “The story &uddn’head Wilsons not about interchangeable

192 Many readers of Twain are divided about the pmlitmessage sent in the battle scene towards the en
of Huckleberry Finn where two feuding families “war” against eachestkvhile Jim the slave sits chained
in a cabin awaiting return to his masters. Tom &hatk meanwhile, treat Jim's capture as a game.
Scholars range from reading this scene as an ajlefjahe Civil War, to viewing it as the moment evi

an heretofore great novel begins to unravel. MaicBradbury points out that ever since Van Wyck
Brooks published’he Ordeal of Mark Twaiim 1920, that “his assessment that Twain was mesway a
disabled or incomplete writer has been generaliit¢duction,” Puddn’head WilsonNew York: Penguin
Books, 1986), 9.

193 Andrew Jay HoffmanTwain’s Heroes, Twain’s WorldéPhiladelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 1988), 145.
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babies irrationally and unjustly rendered master and slave, but about afalacikho has
taken a white man’s placé® In his introduction to the 1986 Penguin edition of the
novel, Malcolm Bradbury deems it “a bad book with a good book insiteuggling to
get out, and in the end remarkably managing to dd*Sdrhe 1990 anthology entitled
Mark Twain’s Puddn’head Wilson: Race, Conflict, and Cultooenpletely devotes its
essays to discussions of the racial “problematics” surroundingnBa@xt°® Even in
such a varied anthology as this, where scholars offer a mulbfudéerpretations of the
text’s racial politics (not all of which is overt condemnatidhg editors nevertheless call
attention to the novel's “grave structural shortcomings” in theirochiction,
proclaiming, “There is no real disagreement, after all, thaddn’head Wilsons a
‘mess.” On this there is something approaching consen$usdtwould seem then, that
the most “consensus” anyone can reackPoddn’head Wilsobeyond denunciation of it,
IS an uneasy acceptance of certain aspects of the novel.

The racial politics surroundinBuddn’head Wilsons indeed daunting, largely
because the switched characters within it begin to displayioehhat appears to reflect
their “innate” racial identity. Most significantly and importigntfom Driscoll (the slave
baby who is raised as an aristocratic white male) exhibitsvnedmingly negative traits,

such as the propensity to lie and steal, while Chambers (the lvatiyewho is raised as a

194 Myra JehlenReadings at the Edge of Literatuf€hicago and London: The University of Chicago
Press, 2002), 117.

19 Bradbury, Introduction to Mark TwainBuddn’head Wilson 9.

19 Fd. Susan Gillman and Forrest G. Robinddark Twain’s Puddn’head Wilson: Race, Conflict, and
Culture, (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1990).

197 sysan Gillman and Forrest G. Robinson, “IntrodurtiRace, Conflict, and Culturexvi.
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slave), proves a much more positive character. What this téxting to accomplish
politically then, becomes truly difficult to discern. The twinningToin and Chambers
on one level, suggests a problematic commentary on innate radiavidee and
characteristics. However, the fact that it is also theqodait environment in which each
character is raised that equally dictates his behavior, nartaneously demonstrate the
way in which conduct and personality are equally shaped by ekiafluences. The
text's story and structure lend what | would consider equal credéac both
interpretations, consequently leaving many readers at an impadsehus creating the
general view that the novel is indeed a “mess.”

However, what this novel actually reflects is precisely hramexity and in fact
“messy” entanglement of American notions of racial identityl ahe sociopolitical
discourse that surrounds it. What Twain doe$umdn’head Wilsons use narrative
discourse to emphasize the force that cultural narrative anddgaghave of blindly
convincing us of visual “truths.” As the reader flits in and out ofousr characters’
perspectives, the whole notion of whom we identify with in this bextbmes completely
undermined. This is especially emphasized through the fact that the chatazde eyes
we look through the most is Tom Driscoll. Tom is not only the tebeést likable
character, but one whose racial identity consists of an Africaefcan male passing for
white, who (up until towards the end of the novel) is not even fullyeteat he is doing
so. The reader is thus literally unable to determine racags of behavior and identity
through visual narratives, underscored by the fact that the Wsciahnneled through the

literary form of the novel. Ultimately then, it is actyailh the text's aesthetic ambiguity
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where political resistance lies, as the precariousness al rdentity expounded in the
novel, revolves around the decentering of an essential raced subjecacidiedentity
the reader identifies him/herself with cannot be fully or comiyletecated, thus
disrupting the boundary between the reader’s subjectivity andhtacter's as well.
Twain’s novel thus ultimately decenters the visual “truth” of narrativefitsel

Puddn’head Wilsorcontinuously and overtly calls attention to itself as narrative,
thereby decentering its “truth.” The novel is prefaced withctien entitled “A Whisper
to the Reader,” and signed at the end by Mark Twain. The fingtrsee reads “A person
who is ignorant of legal matters is always liable to makstakes when he tries to
photograph a court scene with his pen; and so | was not willing tleeléaw chapters in
this book go to press without first subjecting them to rigid and exhgusvision and
correction by a trained barrister — if that is what theyaalled. These chapters are right
now, in every detail, for they were rewritten under the immedigéeof William Hicks
...”1%8 Before we even read the actual novel then, we are treatdw tmusings of a
decidedly embodied narrator (one who incidentally remains mostlysemnt in the
actual novel) who discusses his process in writing the texte t&€xt thus instantly
reminds us of the fact that its contents are indeed narrativized.

Significantly, although this preface seemingly purports to be alssutiag us of
the legal accuracy in the following chapters, this section alstqatly contains its own

narrative. Twain later tells us in the section that William Hicks

19 Mark Twain,Puddn’head Wilson(New York: Penguin Books, 1986 ed.), 53. All sefpsent citations
will refer to this edition.
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studied law part of a while in south-west Missouri thirty-fixears ago and then
came over here to Florence for his health and is still helpingXercise and
board in Macaroni Vermicelli's horse-feed shed which is up thke ey as you
turn around the corner out of the Piazza del Duomo just beyond the house whe
that stone that Dante used to sit on six hundred years agon®léte wall when
he let on to be watching them build Giotto’s campinale and yetyalgat tired
looking as soon as Beatrice passed along on her way to get a churdgstfut
cake to defend herself with in case of a Ghibelline outbreak bsferegot to
school, at the same old stand where they sell the same old dhkeday and it
is just as light and good as it was then, too, and this is notrylafiae from it. He
was a little rusty on his law, but he rubbed up for this book, and those two or three
legal chapters are right and straight, now. He told me so himself. (53
What Twain actually establishes here then, is his unrelialaitite narrator, by pointing
out that Hicks’s word is hisnly source for accuracy, and he was in fact previously “a
little rusty” on his legal knowledge. The fact that Twain isaldhe last line “He told me
so himself’ after an exceedingly long sentence that descnibeonly Hicks’s journey to
Italy, but references another famous narrative by Dante, esmelsathe simultaneously
forceful yet precarious link between narrative and perceived triithain theoretically
becomes so caught up in the narrative of Hicks and its resemhtamante’s (again
demonstrated through the sentence’s extraordinary length) th&cthimat Hicks “told

[Twain] so himself” becomes all he needs to believe him. This preface theediately
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destabilizes the narrator &fuddn’head Wilsoras a purveyor of truth. The narrator’s
construction of the novel’s narrative, has already been, in effect, overlyiviaedt®
Similarly, the text's references to historical events atenobvertly constructed as
narrative constructions. Priscilla Wald discusses the importnceltural discourse in
the creation of American identity, arguing “Official stori@® narratives that surface in
the rhetoric of nationalist movements and initiatives — legal, paljtand literary ...
Official stories constitute Americans. | use the term ‘adficbecause of the authority
they command, articulated, as they are, in relation to the rigidspavileges of
individuals.”?®® M.M. Bakhtin in fact, views all novelistic discourse as inherently
multiplicitous and layered, reflecting both individual and sociocultural expression:
Language [is] not a system of abstract grammaticagecaites, but another language
conceived as ideologically saturated, language as a wond e@een as a concrete
opinion, insuring anaximumof mutual understanding in all spheres of ideological life.
Thus a unitary language gives expression to forces working towanilete verbal and
ideological unification and centralization, which develop in vital conaeatvith the
processes of sociopolitical and cultural centralization ...The uhiyliterary language

is not a unity of a single, closed language system, but ig r@athighly specific unity of

199 While of course, we are aware before we beginingg@uddn’head Wilsorthat it is in fact, a work of
fiction, what | am trying to get at here is thegifar manner in which Twain calls attention to hatfisas
narrator, thereby undercutting the reader’s tradél suspension of disbelief. While we as readers
understand that we are reading a fictional work, als® accept the “truth” of the world that thatttex
presents us. By pointedly letting us know at tbgibning of a fictional work that the “facts” ofehext are
ambiguous even within the setting of the narratilie, narrator destabilizes the “truth” within therrative

of the novel itself, by calling attention to itsel such.

200 priscilla Wald,Constituting Americans: Cultural Anxiety and Naivat Form, (Durham and London:
Duke University Press, 1995), 2.
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several “languages” that have established contact and mutugitt@o with each

other?**
This relationship between “official” stories and literaryndaage is evidenced in
Puddn’head Wilsorwhen Mr. Driscoll attempts to extract a confession about stolen
money from four of his slaves. He declares, “If at the enchaff time you have not
confessed, | will not only sell all four of yohut— | will sell you DOWN THE RIVER!”
(68). The group’s reaction to this proclamation is telling: “It weguivalent to
condemning them to hell! No Missouri negro doubted this. Roxy reeleer itracks and
the colour vanished out of her face; the others dropped to their kdabey had been
shot” (68). This passage quite literally highlights the terribtedt of being “sold down
the river” (or a term for a slave being sold south of the Msggi$ River which usually
meant harder labor, and less opportunity to escape or be freed)ita}iziag the phrase.
Thus, the ensuing narrative that the phrase “sold down the river” Wit iés horrors
(which were of course quite real for slaves in antebellum Ameeoatails, becomes
exposed as such, underscored by the fact that no individual expen@hahis event is
given here. Instead, it is the generalizdry of being sold down the river, or the
narrativized knowledge that it is equivalent to being “condemned”|tahia surfaces to
construct the characters’ reactions and senses of self. Throsgyathicular threat, Mr.
Driscoll is able to rearticulate the subject positions of everyoraved in this scene: He
is the master, and they are the slaves, a fact that is sin@thavhen Driscoll’'s ploy

works. The three who are responsible for the theft confess, and “flantsélves prone,

201 Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination271-295.
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in an ecstasy of gratitude, and kissed his feet, declaringhixatwvould never forget his
goodness and never cease to pray for him as long as they livgd"TI68 dichotomy of
master/slave in terms of power/powerlessness has now beendé%tdreis scene thus
demonstrates that it is an “official” story that is constngtinese individuals’ sense of
themselves and their relationships to each other.

Significantly, this scene also importantly foreshadows two inaporiater
instances in the novel; when Roxy is in fact “sold down the riverhdryown son, and
when Tom (the switched slave baby who inadvertently “passesktde) does in fact
steal money from his “uncle” (Mr. Driscoll’'s brother). Throudte tutilization of this
literary device, the text thus reveals the constructed naturarddtive. Specific events
in the novel overtly and pointedly refer back to others. Consequently,igie of the
story of the theft and of being sold down the river is continuously andfeatyi
fragmented.

The text then, also calls attention to itself as an “officsabry through its particular
structure. One of the more singular aspects of the novel isahaanin which Twain
revises and incorporates his short story “Those Extraordinary Tgwhsch is tacked on
in its entirety after the novel) into the plot Buddn’head Wilson Twain himself
describes this process in a preface before the story as one almost beyond his control:

| had a sufficiently hard time with [Puddn’head Wilstxecause it changed itself from

a farce to a tragedy while | was going along with it — a mastarrassing

circumstance. But what was a great deal worse was, twasinot one story, but two

202 g5ee Chapter 3 for discussions of the relationsbtgeen power and stealing for the enslaved body.
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stories tangled together; and they obstructed and interruptecotrerhat every turn
and created no end of confusion and annoyance ... At last | saw thieeddficulty
lay. 1 had no further trouble. | pulled one of the stories out byabts, and left the
other one — a kind of literary Caesarean operation. (230)
Here, Twain informs us that his novel began to shift its naturef@nd of its own
accord, and he as author was left to wrangle with the consequévitasTwain appears
to be claiming here then, is that it is the narrative ofritveel as its own entity that is
shaping its characters, and not Twain himself.

Indeed, the “literary Caeserean operation” that Twain clantsave performed
in extracting “Those Extraordinary Twins” froPuddn’head Wilsomimanifests itself in
very visible ways. The transition in the novel to the introductiotheftwins and their
story is slightly abrupt. Chapter Five begins discussing the dbkesaaf Judge Driscoll
and Puddn’head Wilson in further detail to move suddenly to a paragrapbiyiéven a
sub-heading) describing the heretofore unmentioned Widow Cooper: “The Widow
Cooper — affectionately called ‘aunt Patsy’ by everybody — limed snug and comely
cottage with her daughter Rowena, who as nineteen, romantic, amiabbeegrg pretty,
but otherwise of no consequence. Rowena had a couple of young brother®fnalso
consequence,” (87). This description leads into the twins visiting dopets and their
subsequent story, which does ultimately become important to the pRudafn’head
Wilson. However, what the reader can clearly see here (espeaftlyreading “Those
Extraordinary Twins”) is evidence of Twain’s literary “root-pag.” Our introduction to

Widow Cooper seemingly appears to be a quite awkward transition.
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It is tempting to view this construction as a particular exaroplgne novel’s
structural and aesthetic “messiness.” Malcolm Bradbury, fomple a scholar who
professes admiration fdtuddn’head Wilsorstates, “Because of [the tie-in with “Those
Extraordinary Twins”] the book achieves a grotesqueness of tone aiod vis it
manages to pull materials unpromisingly conceived and often pwy@cuted into a
vivid surreal relationship®®® Thus, on one level, it appears as though Twain’s desire to
separate the two stories, but not fully eradicate elements ofitima the other, has left
the structure oPuddn’head Wilsomather sloppy. However, the main reason that the
Widow Cooper transition feels so abrupt is because we are tteatesl story of “Those
Extraordinary Twins” later. We thus actually see the momehiBwain’s extractions
within the novel, because we are given the original story for cosgoa Additionally,
Twain actually makes a point of mentioning them before we reashttr¢ story. He thus
essentially asks us to look for those transitions and gaps whea rgading the story,
and when we re-read the novel. That Twain would go to such painsntoopbito the
reader evidence of his faulty or sloppy writing just does not degioal, especially
given the fact that he obviously has spent a great deal of¢iiteeting about his writing
process. To make the Widow Cooper transition more smooth for exanqultl after
all, be fairly easily corrected. Moreover, although it is celyanot uncommon for
writers to speak of their work and characters as if theyreudis of their own, for
someone who claims to have little control over his writing, Twaiites surprisingly

thoroughly about the shape of it. What we do see here then is Talang attention to

203 Bradbury,Introduction to Puddn’head Wilso@2.
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the perceived power of narrative to the extent that it seemmglyrides his ability to
weave two stories together effectively at times. In this lholain thus pointedly
denaturalizes its narrative structure.

Sociopolitical discourse in the novel functions in a similar mannee. Advel was
written two years before the 1896 Supreme Court Pésssy v. Fergusowhich upheld
legal segregation with the famous phrase “separate but equalrighihis time period
then, legal and social discourse surrounding race appeared unifiedorim#aled its
actual practice through its official language. As Samira lsawargues, “The subtle
transmutation of ‘equal but separate’ to the more familiar locuseparate but equal’
exposes the truth of the matteGeparateis the prior, more important term, aiait
gualifies the separation, implying that absent that qualifieh suseparateness would in
fact be unequal®* Thus, Puddn’head Wilsoremerges during a time when American
legal discourse institutionalized racism, but now (as opposed tahaivgistified slavery
in antebellum America) began to attempt to disguise it.

The novel in fact continuously reflects this discursive entanglematd treatment of
social codes. The novel begins with the story of the origin of PuddnWalsdn’s
name. After Wilson (a lawyer) makes the infamous commenth#hatished he owned
half of an incessantly barking dog, so he could “kill his half,” thent responds in the
following manner: “The incident was told all over the town, and/gsadiscussed by

everybody. Within a week he had lost his first name; Puddn’headttoplace. In time

he came to be liked, and well liked, too; but by that time, the nickname had got well stuck

204 Kawash Dislocating the Color Ling98-99.
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on, and it stayed. That first day’s verdict made him a fool, @wds not able to get it
set aside, or even modified” (60). The novel thus pointedly begthsaniexample of a
socially discursive knot. Wilson’s logic in his comment makeasseseon one level
according to American law. If he only kills the half of the dog that he owns nmetche
completely responsible for the total death of the {d@ractically of course though, it is
impossible to kill only one half of the dog. This comment thus rewealssjunction
between American legal discourse, and social codes/befi&vior.

Significantly though of course, it is the town’s reaction to WilsocOmment that
displays the most importance here. Notably, it is what Wilsgs that determines how
he will be viewed socially, and not what he does. It is thus ukigmabt his vocation
that initially marks him as a character that represegt discourse, but the fact that he
literally speaks it. As a result, what we see heredal language (spoken by Wilson)
intermingling with social language (spoken in the town’s branding olsdfVi as
“Puddn’head”). These two discursive properties reach an uneaaycallin that Wilson
is eventually “well-liked” by the town. However, he still poidite retains the name of
“Puddn’head.” The novel thus instantly reveals to the reader arpéxafithe entangled
and unstable manner in which legal and social discourse combineodocpr and
constitute subjects, which is significantly reproduced through tenar in which this

scene unfolds within the narrative of the text itself. The lingusinundrum of the dog

25 This dilemma occurs in a much more serious marmefThose Extraordinary Twins” when one
member of a set of conjoined twins commits a murdéhe town is faced with the dilemma of how to
sentence one twin to death without killing the othe

2% | do not mean to imply here that social codes/biemand practicality are parallel terms, nor tregal

discourse is synonymous with logic. The comparis@m making here is between what occurs in the
world of American law versus the world of Americsorciety.
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comment gives way to the paradoxical construction of Puddn’head Wgsactzaracter.
He is arguably the most logical character in the novel, yét kieewed as a fool by the
town, and to some extent the reader. After all, “Puddn’head” Wilsbavisthe narrator
consistently refers to him, and is really the only name by lwkne know him. The
reader's response to Puddn’head Wilson as a character is thuss akverently

muddled. In telling us the origin of his name however, the nature andsprotéhat

entanglement is revealed.

Similarly, the novel continuously reveals the paradoxicality ofiopottical
discourses surrounding race. The novel significantly first intradusdo Roxy through
her language, as Puddn’head Wilson hears voices from his office, onenofRoxy’s:
“If you b’longed to me I'd sell you down de river fo’ you git too fur gonéust time |
runs acrost yo’ marster, I's gwine to tell him so,” (63). Thadex thus automatically
assumes Roxy is African-American, through various linguistides that this passage
imparts. Roxy tells her counterpart “If you b’longed to me,” thus tsueing the fact
that Roxy does not possess the power of ownership. However, thetnkosg €lue to
Roxy’s racial identity involves the visible difference of hepdyof language. The
meaning of the actual utterances that Roxy makes is pointedigvwduah vague. After
all, if Roxy had not made these statements in this partieelaacular, her racial status
might not have appeared so obvious. Instead, it is because her langokgesd
markedly different from the rest of the narrative, that we ladeto assume a racial

identity for her?®’

27 See Chapter 3 for discussions on the Americarudia@ connection between race and visbility.
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The narrative instantly shatters our conception of Roxy though, thridsigensuing
physical description of her. After this exchange, the narrator tells us,
From Roxy’s manner of speech a stranger would have expectedideebkack, but she
was not. Only one sixteenth of her was black, and that sixteehtiotishow ... Her
complexion was very fair, with the rosy glow of vigorous health inctiexeks, her face
was full of character and expression, her eyes were brown and, lapnd she had a
heavy suit of fine soft hair which was also brown, but the factneaapparent because
her head was bound about with a checkered handkerchief and the haoneesled
under it. (63-4)
Although Roxy looks white with her “fair complexion” and “fine soft fiaiit is
ultimately the “one-sixteenth” that, in a racialized discoudsdéines her, emphasized by
the fact that we view Roxy’s language before we view herybol is the language
surrounding her that constructs her, and the type of social language she hitigadiak.
The narrator’s reiteration of the reader’s assumption thatdager would have expected
her to be black” also proves significant. This statement isaligtpretty unnecessary,
since most readers would have made this assumption anyway. VEt&tiom that she
looks white would no doubt have proved surprising without this initial sent&tein
including this declaration, the narrative highlights the intensalgudsive role in subject
formation, through its own linguistic reiteration of the gap betwsbkat we expect, and
what is actually “true.” Even though it is not Roxy's actual badgt “speaks” her
African-American status, the power of the language surrountdmgdnstruction of that

body actually glosses over that gap. We will now forever see Rdxogy as a black one,
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even though it does not visibly appear like one. The text's redarati that initial
disparity exposes it as such.

In fact, the novel frequently exposes and works within discursive gapenstruct its
plot. The use of humor and irony in this text oftentimes seems talngetto readers’
puzzled and/or negative reactions to it. Forrest G. Robinson for exacafik attention
to “the discontinuity between the dark central chapters and tlamgsly upbeat
conclusion.?® In a scathing denunciation, John H. Schaar proclaims, “[The novel] is
tasteless at best, morally coarse at worst, and makeawl gifrthe book besides, as the
jokes get stretched past the breaking pdifitMany scholars seem unable to reconcile
the text’s inclusion of humor with its treatment of race.

This reaction proves understandable on one level. The issues in this novel
(miscegenation, slavery, racial identity) are serious indeedhanel &re definitive tragic
elements in it. The fates of both Chambers and Tom at the ehd nbvel for example,
(Chambers is never really able to grapple with the fact thest &etually white, and Tom
ironically gets sold down the river for murdering his “unclefg decidedly unsettling.

The ending of the novel reads, “Everybody granted that if ‘Tomewdrite and free it
would be unquestionably right to punish him — it would be no loss to anybody; but to shut
up a valuable slave for life — that was quite another matter.sodn as the Governor
understood the case, he pardoned Tom at once, and the creditors sold himhe&lown t

river,” (226). Thus, the question that inevitably arises is the mamrenich we should

208 Forrest G. Robinson, “The Sense of DisorderPiddn’head Wilsofi Puddn’head Wilson: Race,
Conflict, and Culture24.

209 John H. Schaar, “Some of the Ways of FreedorRuddn’head Wilsofi Puddn’head Wilson: Race
Conflict, and Culture213.
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view this novel in terms of race. In other words, the use of imorhis last passage
about Tom’s “pardon” from death entailing a sale into slavery lsanread as a
commentary on the evils of slavery, in the sense that Tom nmdééd be facing a worse
punishment than death. The fact that Tom shows himself to be sachsetently
unlikable character throughout the novel though, simultaneously seemengberts the
political implications of this statement. The text may legeus that Tom gets what he
deserves, thereby seemingly promoting the idea that some peopl@a faay be better
suited to be slaves. This of course becomes a political prodilece Tom is in fact,
actually African-American. On one level then, the text maynaltely be telling us that
African-Americans innately belong within slavery.

However, the text uses humor and irony to expose and disrupt the se@diarice on
sociopolitical discourse to shape our views. Bruce Michelson Bescliiterary wit” as
a unique type of “literary discourse,” claiming

This kind of wit ... [is] a transformed way of seeing and telliather than as relief

from seriousness, or as digression, or as some other kind of didutsurbversion of

intense response ... Moreover, literary wit can be complex and evegerdas,
precisely because it can challenge and disrupt paradigms, hathtsught running so
deep as to go largely unrecognized even by cultural criticduding habits of thought
aboutliterary texts, literary modes, and other classifications of discétftse.

In other words, textual humor or “literary wit” involves more thast lighthearted

moments for the reader or “relief from seriousness,” but is lctaiaifferent mode of

29Bryce Michelsonl.iterary Wit, (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 20D3.
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telling its story that many times disrupts traditional wajseeing and thinking. In a
similar vein, Myra Jehlen defines irony as “a refusal to overlomhktradiction” and a
paradox as a “suspended irofy"What literary wit and/or irony does then, is expose the
gap between two contradictory ideas, by refusing to ignore igssentially working
within it. If we think of irony in this way, the fact that wannot definitively discern the
political implications of the novel’'s last passage may be phcite point. As the
relationship between Tom and Chambers’s *“true” subject positions and the
circumstances continuously become muddled, the discursive “contradichetw&en
the binary concepts of slavery/freedom, white/black, justice/icgistire completely
disrupted. As a result, what ultimately ruptures here is discupsiwer. We as readers
cannot rely definitively on our sociopolitical discourse to give us ‘theswer”
surrounding Tom and Chambers.

Significantly, we ultimately cannot rely on the novel's nawatidiscourse
either. The text in fact, uses humor and irony continuously to constsuptot. After
Tom sells Roxy (his mother) into slavery only to find out tha¢ $ias escaped and
returned to him, he says to himself,

I’'m lost, no matter what turns things take! This man has samktthat he thinks
there was something suspicious about that sale. He said he éter drbm a
passenger on th@rand Mogulsaying that Roxy came here on the boat and that
everybody on board knew all about the case; so he says that her dweneng

instead of flying to a free state looks bad for me, and tHadlein't find her for

21 jehlenReadings at the Edgé.
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him, and that pretty soon, he will make trouble for me. | nevee\si that story;

| couldn’t believe she would be so dead to all motherly instincts asme here,

knowing the risk she would run of getting me into irremediable trouble. (186)
Tom is thus caught in a paradox here. He has illegally soldeasfave (made doubly
criminal by the fact that he is by all rights a slave leif)s Yet, he has been accused of a
business swindle that he in fact did not commit, since he fullydeid to sell Roxy
“legitimately.” In other words, the crime that he does cominiid(is ultimately in the
eyes of the law of course, a far worse one) ironically goes igedotwhile he is in real
danger of getting in trouble for the one of which he is innocent. The @surdity of
this paradox, coupled of course with the ludicrousness of Tom's bemoahihg o
mother’s lack of “maternal instincts” (since Tom appears te mo such familial feeling
in selling his mother into slavery), functions as a demonstrafitineomanner in which
sociopolitical discourse has constructed dichotomies. Through the paratiomdfeing
simultaneously guilty and innocent of legal and moral (Tom is ioértguilty of a lack
of feeling for his mother, but innocent of cheating in a businassdction in this case),
what we are in fact reading is the space between two castradconcepts, emphasized
through the particular manner in which Tom’s language is constructedJust as Tom
is neither completely innocent nor completely guilty, he seemddieess simultaneously
himself, the reader, and/or Roxy (who is sitting next to him inrdben). Consequently,

Hershel Parker's famous statement tRaddn’head Wilsoris an “unreadable” teXt

%12 Hershel ParkerFlawed Texts and Verbal Icons: Literary Authority American Fiction (Evanston,
lllinois: Northwestern University Press, 1984), 142
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proves pointedly true in terms of discursive authority. Many tithesughout the novel,
we are not in fact reading or understanding binary concepts, butdrestparience their
disruption through reading the spaces in between them.

What the novel is in fact saying about race proves to be theaceéilemma when
reading this text. For many readers, the problem involves the sopelceived
promotion of racial essentialism. Susan Gillman for examplejearg‘Blackness is
conceived in this story as hidden taint, with the conventions of thehskeararigins and
the revelation of kinship that are central to much race literatesulting here in fearful
exposure, identity destroying rather than affirmifif.” Superficially, Gillman is
absolutely correct. The text frequently seemingly pinpoints Tomacoll’'s decidedly
negative behavior as a result of his innate African-Americamtalgeri After Tom displays
a particular act of cowardice, Roxy passionately tells hittg tle nigger in you, dat’s
what it is. Thirty-one parts 0’ you is white, en on’y one paggar, en dat po’ little one
part is yo’'soul; (157). Seemingly then, the novel leaves its readers withdeee that
Tom exhibits such bad behavior, because he indeed possesses the “hidideof tai
blackness, emphasized in Roxy’s speech through the italicizatiomeofvérd “soul.”
The visual indeterminacy of race established in the beginnitigeaiovel when Roxy is
able to switch the two babies so easily becomes undermined thfough innate racial
identity. It is his black Soul’ that now is made literally visible.

However, the innateness of identity is actually the most condystergtable concept in

Puddn’head WilsonThe text emphasizes this through the manner in which it constructs

23 gusan GillmanBlood Talk: American Race Melodrama and the Culfrthe Occult(Chicago and
London: The University of Chicago Press, 2003),-I26
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the reader’s relationship to the characters within it. Just wih@nprotagonist of this
novel is, is continuously called into question, as we constantly mowndnout of
different characters’ perspectives. The novel is afterratitled Puddn’head Wilsonand
yet we spend most of our reading time within Tom Driscoll’'s (wh®f course not
actually the real Tom Driscoll) viewpoint. Significantly, “Ton not a protagonist
whom we are encouraged to embrace or sympathize with in gnyWealmost virtually
never experience the point of view of Chambers (the real Tomdlrisho has been
“switched” into slavery), and in fact hardly ever see him katadter the two boys read
adulthoodf** Indeed, the narrator makes a point of emphasizing the lackasfiliers’s
story within the narrative, telling us at the end of the novel, “The real heir syddant
himself rich and free, but in a most embarrassing situation.codkl neither read nor
write, and his speech was the basest dialect of the negro quaBat we cannot follow
his curious fate further — that would be a long story” (225). dfare indeed to dislike
Tom, and sympathize with the unjustness of what occurs to the ‘Geabhite “heir,”
(which the novel seems to want us to do), not to follow at least gquhlkmbers’s
narrative trajectory seems puzzling. The text appears to bloflomsexperiencing a
prolonged connection with him as a character.

For a text that seems to comment so heavily on identity thensigmificantly telling
that distinguishing the roles of the characters within it (imseof the readers’ response

to them) proves so difficult. This becomes especially importdrgnwve consider the

Z4There is even the argument to be made that Rogftrbie the true protagonist of this novel. Shiaés
catalyst for most of the main events within therative, and is either directly or indirectly inveld in
virtually all of the major plot points.
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connection between protagonists in nineteenth-century Americarturena particular,
and American identity. In his famous woflkke American Adam: Innocence, Tragedy,
and Tradition in Nineteenth CentynR.W.B. Lewis discusses the emergence of a
uniquely American myth in the nineteenth century that was embodidd literature,
claiming that the new American hero was “an individual emaraib&tom history,
happily bereft of ancestry, untouched and undefiled by the usual imoestaf family
and race; an individual standing alone, self-reliant, and self-pnogetiady to confront
whatever awaited him with the aid of his own unique and inherewoiuness. '
Significantly, this “emancipated” hero would always be a white, since the African-
American subject always carries the burden of the historyawes). Thus, the text of
Puddn’head Wilsomnitially presents us (both through the title of the novelfitaet the
fact that the book opens and ends with Wilson) with a character wims seembody all

of the characteristics of the “American hero.” Puddn’head &ils significantly the
only character in the novel who does not appear to be burdened by the “usual inheritances
of family and race,” and his singular involvement in his legal pa&nd the science of
fingerprinting render him highly individualistic and indeed “self-reliant.”

Yet, in switching our perspective from Puddn’head Wilson for the majority of the book,
the text destabilizes historical discourse by exposing it @hically constructed. The
character of Puddn’head Wilson is literally not “emancipated fhistory” within the
narrative of the novel. His story is thoroughly bound up with the stofieshers. It

should also of course be noted that the town immediately burdens Puattiniite a

215 R.W.B. Lewis, The American Adam: Innocence, Tragedy, and Tradlitio the Nineteenth Century,
(Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Brd955), 5.
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name that follows him throughout the novel, until he is able to prove Hidierently.
His identity is thus (for better or worse) tied up with the mammevhich others view
him. Similarly, Tom’s black ancestry that follows him throughout logel is part of
what seemingly marks him as anti-heroic. He is “defiled’hizy“ancestry,” evidenced
through his behavior. Chambers, possessing no such defilement in his blood, proves
literally emancipated from the story of the narrative. iHi&ree of the potentially “long
story” that surrounds him. It is important to recognize however, that Chambersésafe
identity is also thoroughly tied to the slave status that has theust upon him. Indeed,
his final appearance in the novel involves him unable to reconcildrbes’ ‘blood with
the environment in which he was raised, demonstrating the mannerdn kdth he and
Tom have been overtly constructed as characters and subjects. €omlathrough all
of the narrative detail that surrounds him, basically experieteesame fundamental
problem.

The twinning of Tom and Chambers in this novel then, ultimately sggnmhore than
just the legal and moral chaos that ensues when two characksss fpr the “wrong”
race. As Werner Sollors points out in his extensive analysiheofconcept of racial
passing,

In a generally mobile society, the world of “passing” suggestgainst first

appearances, an unchangeable hold of at least one origin and “comm@rity.imay

therefore say that the term “passing” is a misnomer bectissased to describe those
people who ar@ot presumed to be able to pass legitimately from one class to gnother

but who are believed to remain identified by a part of theiestng throughout their
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own lives and that — no matter whom they marry — they bequeatldémsfication to

their descendanf3®
In other words, passing proves paradoxical in that it is inherentpossible to
accomplish successfully, since theoretically innate racatst will always manifest
themselves. Again, on the surface, this idea is preciselymdain’head Wilsomppears
to represent in the mirror images of Tom and Chambers. Thewbene Roxy switches
the babies reads as follows: “She stepped over and glancedo#t¢hénfant; she flung a
glance back at her own; then one more at the heir of the house. aldtrange light
dawned in her eyes, and in a moment she was lost in thought ... She uhdiressas a
Becket, stripping him of everything, and put the tow-linen shirt on Hshe put his coral
necklace on her own child’s neck. Then she placed the children sideéebyaisd after
earnest inspection she muttered — ‘Now who would b’lieve clo’es could blkede dat?
Dog my cats if it ain’t all kin do to tell t' other fum which, let alone his pappy” (71).
Visually then, the two babies are easily able to pass for mother. Roxy herself cannot
even tell them apart after she dresses them in each other’s clothes.

The “true” nature of Tom (who is of course the real Chambiisugh, appears to
emerge almost immediately. At the beginning of the next ehaipte narrator tells us,
“Tom’ was a bad baby, from the very beginning of his usurpation.wblgld cry for
nothing; he would burst into storms of devilish temper without notice, etrgblscream
after scream ...” (75). The fact that Tom instantly displayghsad behavior after he

has been switched (when neither baby has exhibited any tygspetially good or bad

2% wWerner SollorsNeither Black nor White yet Both: Thematic Expliamas of Interracial Literature,
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 250.
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behavior before the switch), potentially indicates a truly distgripossibility: Tom
(Chambers) does not innately fit within his “white” role. The slisaus events that occur
in this novel thus seem to be a direct result of this “usurpatiottfiodgh the two babies
can wear the other’s literal clothes, they cannot figuratively fit wittémt

However, in the pairing of Tom and Chambers, the novel actually sethredea of an
innate racial identity through using the trope of passing to diglatistursive origins. It
is significant that we see Roxy look intently at each babyipteltimes. As Samira
Kawash states, “Racial visibility is a part of, not prior to, sbeial production of racial

meanings.®!’

What we view in the switching scene is the obvious constructicacal

identity, as Roxy determines for Tom and Chambers how they iV hemselves as
subjects. Yet, in watching Roxy “glance” at each baby multiphes until a “strange
light” appears in her own eyes, we begin to lose the origimatty of this creation. Roxy
has to look actively and thoroughly to determine that she can andmitdhshe babies,
as well as put new clothes on them to accomplish the project fudlpther words, this
scene emphasizes the active work that Roxy undertakes to “vewiabies in a new
way, rather than the way they passively or naturally appear. fdadiethat Roxy’'s

discovery is configured through a light in her eyes, proves significdhe manner in
which she views the two babies has literally changed. Thus,stieise thoroughly

undermines any “prior” or innate reliance on visibility in the disu@ determination of

racial identity, by dislocating it as such.

217 Kawash Dislocating the Color Ling141-2.
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As a result, the novel demonstrates the manner in which the notiomaié racial
identity proves equally discursively constructed, reflected imé#reative’s incorporation
of that crucial switch. After Roxy switches the babies, threatar states, “This history
must henceforth accommodate itself to the change which Roxanarsasronated, and
call the real ‘Chambers’ and the usurping little slave ‘ThoanBgcket’ — shortening this
latter name to ‘Tom,’ for daily use, as the people about him did” (V8¢ thus at first
view an explanation about the fact that the narrative will nowaethe switched bodies
within it, by indeed swapping their names. This explanation is filleowed quickly by
guotation marks surrounding the names, indicating that these are nad iheeéno
characters’ real names. By the next page however, the quotatitis swarounding
“Tom” and “Chambers” have been dropped, thus emphasizing the manner intlich
name (through its repetition) has now truly become associated with the person .

Consequently, the novel's own commentary on the behavior that both Tom and
Chambers exhibit proves pointedly indistinguishable. Only a few pafies the
narrative name exchange, the narrator tells us about an ingidentTom and Chambers
are boys that involves the pretense of drowning as a joke: “Balméver tried this joke
as yet, but was supposed to be trying it now, so the boys helg Wack; but Chambers
believed his master was in earnest, therefore he swam out, anedam time,
unfortunately, and saved his life” (80). Just whom this incident is “wunfate” for
proves decidedly complicated. As readers, we have come to know To@hantbers
by their names, even though we know their names are not thdirittesatity. If “Tom”

is not really Tom, then the question of which character truly eshiuehich behavior
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actually continuously arises throughout the narrative, underscoredytthtbe eventual
drop of quotation marks surrounding the two characters’ names. Thuspubkes own

narrative discourse dislocates its own originary “truth” to dernnates the manner in
which discourse shapes our views of identity. Through the exchangeras, we now
literally see the “real” Chambers as Tom, even as we knowindmecuracy of that
conflation.

We can see this originary dislocation further through the manmehnioh the identities
of Tom and Chambers begin to collapse onto one another within the spdlbe of
narrative. In a pivotal scene (one of the few where weallgtsee Chambers speak after
the two boys have reached adulthood), Chambers tells his “mother” abmit
gambling debts, stating, “Ole marster found it out, ‘ca’se hi thapay two hundred
dollahs for Marse Tom’s gamblin’ debts, en dat’s true, mammyagedead certain as
you’s bawn” (103). Thus here, in discussing “Marse Tom’s” gargldebts, Chambers
simultaneously and paradoxically refers to himself and anotheormpersChambers
actually is the real “Marse Tom” but of course possessestnalamambling debts. This
linguistic paradox reveals the manner in which the true migasinTom and Chambers
within this narrative involves one of discursive construction. Semstock paraphrases
Jacques Lacan’s definition of the “mirror stage” in selfhood development asdgollow

The “mirror stage” of psychic development that initiates thédcinto the social

community and brings it under the law of the Symbolic (the law nfdage as

constituted through society) serves up a false image of tldschnified “self.” This

unity is imposed from the outside (in the mirror reflection) he tmirror” stage must,
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therefore, be understood as a metaphor for the vision of harmony of ectsubj

essentially in discord ... it is called the unconscious or that wtieives from an

experience of “self” as fragmented, partial, segmented, and difféfent.
In other words, the moment when a child looks into a mirror and seéehreflection,
he/she represses the newfound knowledge that his/her self islyaetislit self (the
image in the mirror is simultaneously one’s self and not onéfs sEhis repression of
the self as “fragmented” and “different” now belongs to tlanneof the unconscious. As
Chambers and Tom reflect one another in this scene (their naflees each other at the
same time that they do not), the “true” identity of each chardotcomes lost or
repressed. Significantly, this repression takes place not thtbaghanner in which the
two characters visually appear, but by how they are narrativehstmicted. In
nominatively reflecting each other, they are in effect continuously “lookingaet other
discursively, thus repressing and dislocating the originary identity of bothctéraa

One must additionally remember when taking into consideration whatolvia
Bradbury terms the “unresolved question of whether Tom is bad becatsetdatment
he receives or because ‘bad’ Negro blood comes out irfHithe significant fact that it
is only the characters in this novel who construct commentariesusding Tom’s
innate racial identity. In other words, it is Roxy who tells Tibwat the “nigger” part in

him is his “soul,” not the narrator or text itsétf. Even in moments when characters do

8 shari Benstock, “Authorizing the Autobiographi¢alyomen, Autobiography, Theoty6.
219 Bradbury, Introduction t®uddn’head Wilsoré5.
2201 am conflating narrator and text here (althoughdognize that they are not necessarily alwayallgar

terms) because as readers, our experience of xhésteo often shaped and constructed by the marrat
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not actually speak about this problem, the text represents the nssuehi a way that it
underscores its discursive construction. After Tom discovers his hengage, the
narrator tells us, “If he met a friend, he found that the hab# lfetime had in some
mysterious way vanished — his arm hung limp, instead of involuntexignding the
hand for a shake. It was the ‘nigger’ in him asserting its htyndnd he blushed and
was abashed,” (118). This passage might appear to involve a tecmaiadentary about
the emergence of Tom’s innate identity. His “lifetime habiteive suddenly and
pointedly “mysteriously” disappeared. Similarly, the narratatest unequivocally that it
is the “nigger” in Tom that is “asserting” itself. However, #wecalled “nigger” behavior
that asserts itself in Tom significantly occurs only afteris told of his racial identity.
The word “nigger” is also importantly placed in quotes in this passadeating the
degree to which this word and identity are discursively constructed., Trhysdacing
ideas surrounding the origin of Tom’s identity in other characteaiths (or in effect
the social world that surrounds Tom), the novel exposes the discurgiagon of
selfhood. Tom’s knowledge of himself is strictly dictated througfatvwothers tell him,
and through the manner in which others see him.

The innate truth of everything that we see in this novel thenwayal inherently
destabilized by its pointed reliance on discursive authority. Disqulésys a large role in

the text, as characters within it are consistently fooledisiple bodies, from the town'’s

Similarly, | am separating the narrator’s voicenfrehat of the characters here, because they antepiby
constructed as such in this text. As seen edrli¢he narrator’'s explanation of the name switaid the
commentary that Tom'’s life was “unfortunately” sdy¢he narrator interjects his/her voice every #ero
throughout this novel. Since this voice is notatghnionated about certain events within the noitek

significant that the narrator him/herself nevematly constructs an overt commentary about theirg
Tom'’s behavior. This omission proves especialliahte, given the facts that not only do other ctimrs
speculate about Tom, but the root of his identityrss to be arguably the central problem of the Inove
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inability to distinguish Tom from Chambers to the murder scenerénvhiem Kills his
“‘uncle” after an attempted theft goes wrong) where the toefreues the visiting
European twins Angelo and Luigi have committed the crime bechagehappen to be
standing there when everyone arrives. Significantly, Tom’s tikgj when committing
the murder, enacts a pointed commentary on the town'’s blindness.pargiren for the
theft, Tom “blacked his face with burnt cork and put the cork in his pddi€&4). To
disguise himself when robbing his uncle, Tom essentially wharstask” of his “real”
identity. Significantly though, it is this “real” identity, (or ah theoretically and
problematically seems so manifestly obvious in terms of his behatat renders him
visually indistinguishable. In his discussion of nineteenth-century ralagirEric Lott
describes the blackface mask in the following manner: “Where exgeg®n once
unproblematically seemed to image forth its referent, we mustthmk of, say, the
blackface mask as lessrapetition of power relations than aignifier for them — a
distorted mirror, reflecting displacements and condensations and thsoioes between
which and the social field there exists lags, unevennesses, makigeminations®**
Thus, the effective disguising of Tom as indeed the idea of whatelfisvisually
represents, demonstrates the “distorted mirror” of discursive poWweere is no innate
connection between Tom'’s visual representation and the stablenteédrhis identity.
Because the town discursively recognizes Tom as white, thegatiview him as black,
even when they are faced with a highly visible contradiction. ddise literally shapes

the town'’s vision.

221 ott, Love and Theft8.

200



Significantly, the text also enacts disguises for the redderpnstrating the manner
in which we too have relied on the novel’'s discourse to construct own v its
characters and themes. Towards the middle of the novel, the reatleated to an
initially puzzling scene involving Puddn’head Wilson's witnessing oftrange sight
from his window:

It was a young woman — a young woman where properly no young wontargée)
for she was in Judge Driscoll's house, and in the bedroom, over the'symuiyate
study or sitting-room ... The girl had on a neat and trim sumnegsdipatterned in
broad stripes of pink and white, and her bonnet was equipped with a piniSkeilwvas
practicing steps, gaits, and attitudes, apparently; she was doitignitpgracefully, and
was very much absorbed in her work ... He was now waiting forviives,t and still
puzzling over the problem of who that girl might be, and how she happeresin
that young fellow’s room at daybreak in the morning. (98-9)
In placing us in Puddn’head’s perspective, the text thus provides ameygtary for us,
emphasized by the fact that the last sentence of this passdgea chapter. Like
Puddn’head, we have no idea whom this woman is in Judge Driscoll’'s. hdhgenext
chapter’s initial sentence proves significant: “It is necgssaw to hunt up Roxy” (100).
Thus, the positioning of the sentences at the ending and beginning efatthesent
chapters almost leads the reader to believe that the noysteroman Puddn’head sees
from his window is indeed Roxy. Immediately after Puddn’head kegsit becomes
“necessary” for the narrator to “hunt up” Roxy, and follow her stogyl It is not until a

good twenty pages later that we learn that the “woman” is ifiailisguise for one of his
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many robberies. The text's own trickery of the reader thus mhynéxposes the manner
in which our reliance upon the narrative discourse of the novel hasumiad the way
we see characters and events.

Consequently, this widely perceived “unresolved” question concerning inacitd
identity surroundingPuddn’head Wilsons what is pointedly discursively entangled,
ultimately emphasized in the novel’s final scene involving Tom DHiscmurder trial.
Eric Sundquist interprets this scene as an allegory foPkbssy V. Fergusodecision,
arguing “Tom’s identity belongs neither to his whiteness nor to laiskhkss; and the
novel, like the law of the land in Jim Crow America, leaves him atepted, stranded
between dual worlds of jurisdiction neither of which is respongdsléis acts or for his
rights.””?* The Percy Driscoll estate’s arguments on behalf of tiwimérship” of Tom
at his trial illustrates this ambiguity: “If Tom had beeniviied up to them in the first
place, they would have sold him and he could not have murdered Judge Priscoll
therefore it was not he that had really committed the murdergufie lay with the
erroneous inventory” (225-226). Here then, because of his dual raciatyid@ioim is
caught in a legally discursive space that doesn’t quite know tohdd with him. Since
society can neither fully try him as a slave, nor as a whég, rihe text thus pointedly
reveals and condemns the construction of racial identity through lsrang (as well as
the way in which race becomes the sole identification of individtla#t)is inherent in

segregation.

222 Eric Sundquist, “Mark Twain and Homer Plessy,” @illman and RobinsonRace, Conflict, and
Culture, 71.
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Yet, it is also the particular nature of the revelation of Toftrise” self that
proves equally key to understanding the manner in which this novel functions
discursively. The pivotal moment in the trial scend’iddn’head Wilsonnvolves of
course Wilson’s identification of Tom as the murderer through hlgyatm distinguish
Tom'’s fingerprints at the murder scene. Wilson’s lengthy ewgtian of fingerprints
before this revelation proves significant: “Every human beingesawith him from his
cradle to his grave certain physical marks which do not changectteacter, and by
which he can always be identified — and that without shade of doubt orogque¥hese
marks are his signature, his physiological autograph, so to spedkihis autograph
cannot be counterfeited, nor can he disguise it or hide it awayanat lsecome illegible
by the wear and the mutations of time” (216). In explaining thereadf fingerprints
then, Wilson introduces a foolproof way of identifying an individual, agdifscantly
rendering that unique identity visible.

Significantly though, this visibility, while of course emphatigahd definitively
identifying the true racial identities of Tom and Chambers, doesloab through skin
color, or what appears to be manifestly visible to otherénherican AnatomiedfRobyn
Wiegman discusses the ways in which socially discursive codgse ghe manner in
which we see race as “real,” claiming “Specific racetiegories are rendered ‘real’ (and
therefore justifiable) though the naturalizing discourses of the Itlodye discourses that
locate difference in a pre-cultural relam where corporegiifitations supposedly speak

a truth which the body inherently meari$”In other words, social and legal discourse

22 \Wiegman American Anatomiegt.
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surrounding identity and subjectivity can literally dictate our ‘dnSiof bodies. When
racial difference is discursively located through bodily markeategories of racial
identification appear natural or visibly obvious. Thus, when Puddn’headmdisplays
the fingerprints of various people in the town in the courtroom, to ledusteventual
accusation of Tom, announcing “This is the signature of Mr. JuR@nson ... This of
Constable Blake ... This, of the sheriff ... We will return to thenbfashotographs of
andB ... From seven months onward until nowhas still been a usurper, and in my
finger-records he beaB®s name ... Valet de Chambre, negro and slave — falsely called
Thomas a Becket Driscoll — make upon the window the finger-phatsatill hang you!”
(219-222), what we see here, is the quite literal construction of innateydandiugh the
body. Wilson’s verbal naming of each person along with his/her visiidplayed
fingerprints, exposes more than just the culprit of an individual enwdse. The scene
also notably reveals the process by which discourse indeed visnaliyrélizes” our
sense of racial difference and identity through the body.

It is significant then that what ultimately gets exposed@®’s true crime (and
the subsequent punishment that follows) does not so much revolve arounelgtdeaitt
that he commits, but rather whom he really is, an identificathat s consistently
difficult to pinpoint. This scene thus functions as a multilayeredudss/e exposure
then. The townspeople now have a clear visual comprehension of Tom’sidngty
in that they can make a visible connection between it and higfimggs. Additionally,
the reader views the manner in which legal and cultural discdiérsemes entangled

with visual “truths” to produce this understanding.
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Our discomfort with the identity politics of Puddn’head Wilsmay then, be

precisely the point. In viewing its exposure of the entanglementisdursive
construction, we as readers have consequently become completehteded ourselves
in terms of a clear-cut interpretation of its origin and meaniing novel arguably must
end with Tom being sent away, because the ambiguity of his splgition has left the
characters unsure how to perceive him, and consequently unclear abadchatal
role/function. When the text ends with Tom pointedly being seny &oe our eyes, he
thus additionally enters a politically discursive gap, where weeaders are not sure if
we are supposed to applaud, condemn, or merely laugh at what happens.to Tom
Ultimately then, the final irony of this novel, is that we eaders fall into the same trap
the town does. We rely too much on novelistic discourse to determivgeaws of Tom,
or a discourse that is pointedly and continuously exposed by thegetuthfully”
unreliable. Indeed, the political race question surrounding Tonfaetrsignificantly and
pointedly unanswerable. Tom and Chambers are both so repeatedly idebgurs
overdetermined as characters that it becomes impossible far amnstruct definitive
political answers about them. By forcing us to view this discumsivestruction at work
though, the text exposes and thus allows us to see and therefore ljopgiahd our

heretofore rigid categorizations of identity.
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Part 1ll: Overcoming the Stereotype

Chapter 5: (Un)popular Demons: Raced Subijectivity in Carl Van Vechters Nigger

Heaven

Despite its immense popularity at the time it was writtearl @an Vechten’s
1926 Harlem Renaissance nodatjger Heavens a text that is rarely taught or discussed
anymore within academic circles. The complex merging ohatsts and ideology that
surround this text is what arguably makes it simultaneouslyraarsial and largely
invisible within the academic canon. Just the title alone raistsaesthetic and political
guestions that are not just confined to the academic community. Wiees reading this
novel for my Ph.D qualifying exams for example, as | did for nudsiny required
examination readings, | would often take the book with me to publicptheg required
waiting time (doctors appointments, car washes, haircuts, eddt¢r more than a few
stares, the sociopolitical implications of my own public reading oovel with a title
such as this with the resulting cultural reading of my own subject positmantity (as
a white woman) became very evident. | was not just simplyngaibook. The book
was in effect also “reading” me as a subject. Those aroundnfeeed and thus
constructed me as a particular type of political subject &ging the title of the book and
“reading” my raced subijectivity.

What it means to read this novel then, is thus highly complicatechartticably

connected with the manner in which we “read” and understand raciatityde
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Significantly, the public’s reaction to the title of the book whewas first published in
1926 was equally controversial. Kathleen Pfeiffer claims, “ManWigfger Heavels
early readers responded most emphatically to the troubling %flétany influential
African-American writers and thinkers, including W.E.B. Du Boighgston Hughes,
and James Weldon Johnson were all profoundly disturbed (in some casesgeezd)
by the title. Langston Hughes for example, writes in his ao¢paphy, “The word
niggerto colored people of high and low degree is like a red rag to a. bUlsed rightly
or wrongly, ironically or seriously, of necessity for the sakeeafism, or impishly for
the sake of comedy, it doesn’t mattér>” Complicating the controversy surrounding the
title is Carl Van Vechten’'s own identity as a white wealthgle who was profoundly
interested in African-American art and artists, and a freqpatmon of them during the
Harlem Renaissance. Additionally, according to Van Vechten Hintlselterm “Nigger
Heaven” refers to “an American slang expression for the topgadstry of a theatre, so
called because in certain of the United States, Negroes arardgbforced to sit in these
cheap seats ... The geographical position of Harlem, the Negreeqoé New York,
corresponds to the location of the gallery in a the&tfe Thus, whether Van Vechten is
exploiting, appropriating, or helping to uplift the African-Americaceraemains the

fundamental question surrounding this novel.

224 Kathleen Pfieffer, “Introduction,Nigger Heaven (Urbana and Chicago: University of lllinois Press
2000), xvii.

225 Quoted in Pfieffer’s “Introduction” ttligger Heavenxvii.

226 Quoted in Pfieffer, “Introduction” tdligger Heavenx.
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The debate aboutigger Heaveralso extends to its subject matter. Perhaps the
largest charge against Van Vechten's work revolves around his uséerebtypes
(namely African-American primitivism) to portray African-Aarican characters. As
Leon Coleman points out, “To Van Vechten, the uninhibited emotional behavidriegha
observed in cabarets was an asset in the Negro’'s charactevas la fundamental
response to life that had eluded the jaded, white sophisticates, whibseefforts at
amusement he had ironically observed in his previous novels ... As he hactattd,
Van Vechten felt that this primitive Negro vitality, artistily interpreted, could be a
revitalizing influence in American music, literature, and &f.Other scholars are not so
generous towards Van Vechten’s intentions. James De Jongh, foplexalaims, “Van
Vechten had reduced his own carefully observed and varied depictidac&fHarlem to
the narrow scope of a stereotype by insisting, in the final eraptNigger Heavenpn
Harlem’s atavistic and bizarre primitivisri?® In virtually all scholarly examinations and
judgments ofNigger Heaven Van Vechten’s particular intentions and identity come
under scrutiny in a manner that is virtually inseparable froncéméent and form of the
novel itself.

My goal in my discussion of this text is neither to defend ndafiy\tthe manner in
which Van Vechten represents his African-American chamsctait rather to examine
these complex constructions more closely. A text that causesmiich ideological

controversy over its aesthetic portrayal of raced subjectingged warrants further

227 Leon ColemangCarl Van Vechten and the Harlem Renaissaritéew York and London: Garland
Publishing, Inc., 1998), 115-116.

228 James De Jonghicious Modernism: Black Harlem and the Literary algination (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1990).

208



examination of the manner in which these characterizationfuacgoning, rather than
just a judgment of its political merit (whether it be good od)bdn fact, the novel

continuously seems to denaturalize the subjectivity of every cbatraportrays, through
both the constant switching among various characters’ pengggctind the manner in
which it uses stereotypical figures and narratives to shattenaiions of what they are.
For example, Mary Love (an African-American female chi@mcis ashamed and
disconcerted that she does not possess the “primitive” desireshéhdtest” of the

African-American community seems to have and display. Additiontléystereotypical
image of the “Negro” pimp that opens this novel is juxtaposed dimdatély conflated

with the image of the “Negro” artist, demonstrating on one |éval not all African-

Americans experience stereotypical lives such as these., they seem to be
simultaneously bound up with these images. Aspects of the novel sutlese are
undoubtedly politically problematic, but it is this difficulty thas@lrenders them very
complicated. This text reveals and therefore exposes throughritative structure and
characterization (whether intentionally or not) the process by hwkne construct

categories of racial identity and subjectivity.

The Harlem Renaissance represents a specific period in histmy both an
aesthetic and ideological shift took place in terms of the reptason and
comprehension of African-American identity. Generally vieweth&mg place through
the decade of the 1920s (although its exact chronology is stilledehatong scholars), a

large African-American migration from the south in the earl{f-2éntury to Harlem
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ushered in an artistic and political movement that often used the cityagssetheme. As
James De Jongh explains,

In its racial transformation, Harlem had become the embodiofean idea, for

by its very existence Harlem posed a challenge to contempbnaitg and

cultural terms within which personal being for both blacks and whiee
imagined and defined ... Harlem’s appeal to writers lay notsirdistinctive
details of setting but in its power as a sign; consequently, thelse of the first

literary generations employing the motif was to regard blal#tem as a trope, a

received cultural artifact for a writer's imaginative re-maldfig.

Thus, Harlem Renaissance artists utilized the geographicee sfpahe city itself as an
ideological motif in their work.

Significantly, the new aesthetic representation of black HarlenHarlem
Renaissance literature additionally signaled a new politaagibility”*>°, often associated
with the term the “New Negro.” IBlack Culture and the Harlem RenaissanCary D.
Wintz explains this emergence:

Some maintained that the essence of the New Negro was his coemhib the

idea of self-help, while others argued that the New Negroready to protest

against discrimination or any abridgment of his civil rights ... Yallaagreed on

22 De JonghVicious Modernism

230t is important to recognize here the importamrection between the artistic movement of the Hiarle
Renaissance and its ideology. As Cary D. Wintzuasg “While the Harlem Renaissance was not a
political movement, its participants were affectey the political world around them, and reacted in
varying ways to their political environmentBlack Culture and the Harlem Renaissandew York: Rice
University Press, 1988), 190.
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was the belief that large numbers of black Americans had becaud pf their

race, self-reliant, and assimilated to American middlescladues, and that they

were demanding their rights as American citizens ... This sgistlveould then

find literary expression in the Harlem Renaissdfite.
Indeed, African-American political movements during this eraewactually highly
varied during this era, and as such, much of Harlem Renaissaretulié responds to,
incorporates, rejects, or embraces a wide ideological range. B®ok&ashington’s
notion of education and racial uplift, W.E.B. Du Bois’s vision of the “Talented Tenth” (or
the notion that the most talented and intelligent members of theaAfAmerican
community should lead the masses in protest and by example) angsN&Eaovey’s Pan-
Africanism all represented political ideologies during the Harlem Rerais&™

As a result, the manner in which the ideological functions ofdrafRenaissance
art and literature have been viewed is equally diverse. Davidribgvéewis for
example, claims that the movement was “a response, first, toditeasingly raw racism
of the times, second, to the frightening Black Zionism of the Gaese and finally, to
the remote, but no less frightening appeal of Marxi§thGeorge Hutchinson points out
the manner in which the Harlem Renaissance as a movement hdseevecriticized for

its lack of progressiveness: “If the Harlem Renaissanceaas édulted for stressing black

%1 Cary D. Wintz.Black Culture 31. Alain Locke’s important 1925 anthology of Kan Renaissance art
titted “The New Negro” solidified the widespreadhpia use of the term.

%32 Dy Bois’s embracing of Socialism in 1911 also kelusher in a Marxist movement during this time
period.

23 David Levering LewisWhen Harlem was in VoguéNew York: Penguin Books, 1997), xxviii.
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‘exoticism,” it has also been attacked from the opposite arghks an essentially
assimilationist movement® Within the African-American community then, the
political stances represented in Harlem Renaissancatliterare by no means uniformly
similar.

The political implications and motives of white authors writingasponse to the
Harlem Renaissance and white patrons of it (and Carl Van \fet#itento both of these
categories), then, prove similarly complex and varied. While rtigtan-Americans
during this time period viewed white patrons in particular, with oautat best,
sometimes verging onto outright resentment, the implications of themeke of white
patronage upon the Harlem Renaissance prove quite complicated indeedL®aaring
Lewis describes white patronage of the Harlem Renaissano#aagst “The motives of
WASP philanthropy were an amalgam of inherited abolitionism, @micharity and
guilt, social manipulation, political eccentricity, and a certaitoant of persiflage®®
George Hutchinson assumes a more direct stance upon white cootritouthe Harlem
Renaissance by claiming,

The Harlem Renaissance succeeded in different ways and to an extemttijeeate

is generally recognized — but its accomplishments owe much totbatierracial

character and its related intraracial diversity ... Blackessitby and large, were
not tricksters, guerilla warriors, assimilationists, or dupeshir tdealings with

white intellectuals. It is time to recognize that a deemdyitutionalized, and very

234 George Hutchinsorhe Harlem Renaissance in Black and WHi@ambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard
University Press, 1997), 21.

235 ewis, When Harlem was in Vogu@o.
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American cynicism about interracial relationships has obscurednai@rstanding

of the nature and achievements of the Harlem Renais&¥nce.
Thus, the nature of white involvement with the Harlem Renaissancesptovbe a
complex mixture of appropriation, self-interest, and patronage thatuategorically
and ideologically difficul*’

The reception and influence of Carl Van Vechten'’s text proves equiadky.
Cary D. Wintz cites the profound impact of Van Vechten’s writingnuggee Harlem
Renaissance, stating, “Carl Van Vechten, who was instrumentatgimd ties between
Greenwich Village and Harlem, also, more than any other sindleidual, created the

Negro vogue**®

Yet, the novel simultaneously met a very controversial reception
among its contemporary readers. As David Levering Lewis pomit, “It was
considered bad form among Afro-Americans to be caught redtigger Heavenand
virtually everyone in Harlem discovered never-before-expressedivimgs about Carl
Van Vechten or remembered some telltale incident of hislraxsacurity.”?*® Despite
the overt qualms of African-Americans however, the novel wasaligtread widely by

both white and African-American readers. Upon publication, the book soldvitut

sixteen thousand copies, and it achieved nine printings in the four motthsitaf

28 Hutchinson The Harlem Renaissance in Black and WHiée,

#37 My intention here is neither to define ultimatéihe motives of white patrons and writers, nor ttedd
them. Rather, | am trying to demonstrate the corigl@and difficulty of their categorization.

238 \Wintz, Black Culture 94. It is important to note that this asseriioof itself is a debatable one.

239 | ewis, When Harlem was in Vogu#81.
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publication?®® Judging by the reactions of many African-American litertemplified
in W.E.B. Du Bois’s angry review of the novel which stated “Cah\Wechten's\Nigger
Heavenis a blow in the face [to African-AmericansT;* many African-Americans (even
if offended by it) indeed read the novel as well. Thus, the tedtggfer Heaverpresents
a controversial and complicated contribution to the Harlem Renaessauacthe manner

in which raced subjectivity was represented and understood.

On Stereotype

The actual narrative structure of the novel demonstrates the edatgpf race in
the Harlem Renaissance through the manner in which it fragmergpepgves and
reader expectations. The novel in fact, begins with a stereotypically fafigiliee:

Anatole Longfellow, alias the Scarlet Creeper, strutted wiyntlown the east

side of Seventh Avenue. He wore a tight-fitting suit of shephegutdiid which

thoroughly revealed his lithe, sinewy figure to all who gazed upon dmah,all
gazed. A great diamond, or some less valuable stone which apadandi
glistened in his fuschia cravat ... His black hair was sleek umdestraw hat, set
at a jaunty angle. When he saluted a friend — and his acquaintaneesimnpd to

be wide — two rows of pearly teeth gleamed from his seal-brown counteffance.

240 pfieffer, “Introduction” toNigger Heavenxiii.
241 0td. in Pfieffer, “Introduction” tdNigger Heavenxiii.

242 carl Van VechtenNigger Heaven(Urbana and Chicago: University of lllinios Pre2600 edition), 3.
All subsequent citations will refer to this edition
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Thus, through the combination of the Scarlet Creeper’s appearance and thigpavay

in which he interacts with other characters, the reader imiedditerprets this
character as a representation of a stereotypical Africaarigan “pimp” figure. This
instant establishment of a stereotype process extremelytempan terms of the manner
in which we are to experience the novel. Mary Anne Fergusomedefh literary
stereotype as a term that “is commonly used pejoratively ty appinderdeveloped or
‘flat’ characters or caricatures recognizable in outlie flat character may serve as a
contrast or foil to a more rounded one; character types used edgoamd satire make

243 \Werner

readers who recognize them feel superior and hence in a positlangh.
Sollors adds in his definition of a literary stereotype, “Lackindividuality and
psychological depth, such ‘types’ are quickly and recognizablgls&dtand given only a
few memorable traits; hence such figures may be espesiaitgd for minor parts’**
The Scarlet Creeper is thus easily recognizable as eostpical figure to the reader,
doubly signaled and emphasized by the fact that he is justrasdiately and equally
identifiable to other characters within the novel (through his “witbpiaintanceship”).
He is also instantly presented as a flat character who lackkviduality and
psychological depth.” The narrative focuses intensely on a smalberuof identifiable

traits such as his clothes and his body to characterize himey than his individualized

thoughts or personality.

243 Mary Anne Ferguson, “ldentifying the Stereotypds)ages of Women in LiteratyréBoston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1973), 6.

244 50llors,Neither Black nor White Yet Both28.
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Significantly, these traits are highly visible ones that addiliprsignal the
Scarlet Creeper’s representation of a specific stereatlyracialized figure. As Richard
Dyer explains,” The invisibility of whiteness as a racial posiin white (which is to say
dominant) discourse is of a piece of its ubiquity ... Whiteness giyeaolonises the
stereotypical definition of all social categories other than those of radéhite people in
their whiteness, however, are imaged as individual and/or endlesshgediv®mplex,
and changing®® In other words, because whiteness is perceived as normal and #herefor
invisible, part of the stereotypical definition of the raced otheolves around his/her
extreme visibility. As a result, the reader understands tlelebcCreeper as a
stereotypical figure in part, because he is so markedly visiteclsthes “thoroughly
reveal” his “lithe sinewy figure.” His teeth “gleam” frohis “seal-brown countenance.”
He is in fact, SO visually discernible, that “all gaze”
upon him. It is significant that the Scarlet Creeper nevakspia this passage. Itis in
fact, his body or his visual appearance that speaks and instanthesddiim.
Consequently, since the Scarlet Creeper opens the novel and weholidar a good 16
pages, we thus rely on a flat African-American character otagonist, who does not
initially prove to be a foil for any other character. Wtrat novel appears to be saying
about African-American identity then, proves problematic indeed. ifkgitable
guestion of whether the Scarlet Creeper is meant to be a univepsakentation of

African-American subjectivity inevitably arises.

245 Dyer, White, 3-12.
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However, this representation is simultaneously destabilized throbgh t
narrative’s multiple perspectives. After describing a seoieshe Scarlet Creeper’'s
adventures in which he goes to a bar, dances and flirts with wamen, and we are
introduced to his nemesis Randolph Pettijohn, the prologue ends withnéhéThe
Creeper sipped his gin meditatively,” (16) and then immediately sntivéBook One:
Mary” where we switch to the perspective of Mary Love. Weusily never see the
Scarlet Creeper again until towards the end of the novel whemenwre Byron Kassen’s
section of the novel and thus his perspective. When Byron views hithefdirst time,
the narrative reads, “As the Creeper eased past the dameerslinking and catlike was
his gait that walking would scarcely describe it — they edgeslydrom him, although
there was a whispered recognition from nearly every couple ihathe It was apparent
that his entrance had caused a sensation and it was also quite thaddr@ was very
contented with the reception,” (213). Thus, here we literally seeStaelet Creeper
through different eyes (Byron’s). Significantly, this particulaew of the Scarlet
Creeper focuses much more on the manner in which others react t@athien,than how
he visually appears. Where the beginning of the novel describesadtlgmngth his
clothes and body, this particular passage instead underscoresrihatisn” his entrance
causes, and his personal satisfaction with it. The origin oftdreatype becomes lost,
depending upon whose eyes we’re looking through, demonstrating its constasste A
consistently flat character throughout the novel (the Scarleepger's story and

personality are never as fully developed as other charactersstill not viewed
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universally according to different subject positions’ viewpoints. iddiaed stereotypical
narratives thus become exposed as such.

Consequently, the agent and recipient of the construction of the spereoty its
characterization become lost as well. No quotation marks surroundhemgcter’s
dialogue throughout the entire novel. Thus, examples of the Scadepd&l’'s speech
early in the novel such as “Ah sartainly beg yo’ pahdon” (4) viguasemble the
language of every other character (no matter how dramgttifiérent he/she may be).
Mary Love’s assertion to her friend Adora that “I haven’t a notitvatvkind of success |
want” (29) for example, is vastly linguistically differemt itype from the Scarlet
Creeper’s verbal interactions with others. However, since neithemacter possesses
quotation marks around his/her language, their discourse also visualgrappeilar’*®
While of course, we are most of the time able to attributeukzgeg to individual
characters, many times through the novel’s cues (i.e. “Mary resggondéThe Scarlet
Creeper said”), the lack of grammatical individuality attachedall of the novel's
characters creates a visual universality among them.

As a result, the nature of the stereotypical construction becorstgbitieed. |If
the literary stereotype relies upon superficiality, or whatcae instantly see, on one
level, this visual similarity between different characters mave politically problematic.
After all, if all characters’ voices ultimately begin to look similao matter how different

in nature they may be, this potentially represents an indeedptsfgical creation of

246 Although theoretically, the use of quotation maidksurround dialogue also indicates a visual s@sgn
among characters, since quotation marks grammigtgighify individuality and many times the individl
designation of who's speaking at any given time, ¢bmplete lack of quotation marks here visualtyjpst
characters of this important individual distinction
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universality amongst all African-American people based upon vgyarficiality, that
does not recognize individuality or depth. Yet, what this linguistisemblance
simultaneously highlights is thanguageof the stereotype, rather than the figure. In
other words, since we cannot overtly and visually attach a chésasfeeech to the
character him/herself through common grammatical cues, whattwally view here is a
linguistic representation of the stereotype, rather than itturala attachment to a
particular person, thereby diminishing our focus on the stereotygubgtct and instead
underscoring its discursive process. If, as M.M. Bakhtin says, “nteetisscourse”
represents a “diversity of social speech tyfé5sNigger Heavels intense focus on and
simultaneous linguistic dispersement of stereotypical figurels as the Scarlet Creeper,
demonstrates (intentionally or not) the manner in which those “types indeed
constructed and not naturalized.

Stereotypical representation in this novel also takes place thtbeghclusion of
familiar cultural narratives. The novel's perceived depiction oficAafr-American
primitivism has been met with much discomfort by many criti€hidi Ikonne argues,
for example, “The emergence of Negro self-confidence in fius¥aand art in the 1920s
took place mainly because of the crisis in confidence regaElingpean and American
‘civilization.” The white man ... had, in a desperate volte-face,odised in the Negro

what he thought was the opposite of the product of his own civilizattbe “primitive’

247 Bakhtin, “Discourse in the NovelThe Dialogic Imagination262-3. See Chapter 3 for a more detailed
explanation and analysis of Bakhtin’s theory regaydnovelistic discourse.”
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being, charmingly clothed with unbridled instinct8®” Examples of this type of
“unbridled” instinctual behavior on the part of African-American elogers inNigger
Heavenoccur most notably and overtly in its numerous scenes that degilenhites
dancing. One typical scene reads
On all sides of the swaying couple, bodies in picturesque costumesiydtack
bodies, brown bodies, high yellows, a kaleidoscope of colour transfigurdte by
amber searchlight ... The band snored and snorted and whistled andll&ikghe
a hyena ... Hugged closely together, the bodies rocked and swayed, ancked
swayed. Sometimes a rolling-eyed couple, caught in the whirlpoaktiuhg
sound, would scarcely move from one spot. (14-15)
Here, we can definitely see primitivism represented irsémse that the characters in this
scene have been completely reduced to their bodies. The scengcalye@nd
significantly refers to the people dancing as in fact, “the bddiegher than by
individual name or even overtly as human beings. Animalistic overtamethroughout
the scene, such as the comparison of the music to a hyena. Inids avoluntary
reactions of the people to the “hyena” music, exemplified throughmtinner in which
they are “caught in the whirlpool of aching sound,” decidedly appesighal behavior
that is indeed instinctual and atavistic rather than socialized/itized. Moreover, the
scene takes great pains to attribute this primitive behavior fispdlgi to African-

Americans. The “kaleidoscope of colour” of African-American bsdge emphasized

248 Chidi Ikonne,From Du Bois to Van Vechten: The Early New Negterhiure, 1903-192¢Westport,
Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1981), 3.
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repeatedly through the detailed description of “black bodies, browredyodnd high
yellows.” The scene thus overtly connects primitivism to African-Amaesca

The representation of sex in this scene also poses a potitfialilty, most
notably in its conflation with dancing. David Levering Lewis dsses the cultural
importance of dancing during the Harlem Renaissance: “Danciagh&aDevil's work in
prewar America. Proper contact with a partner was even tedg law in most places
... By 1914, everybody did it and laughed about old-fashioned ordinances. Rdxaple
believed that the new dancing was connected with the slow, dreadeaf black culture
now found themselves on the defensi¢€."Thus, by underscoring the physicality of
dancing, this particular scene frddigger Heaversimultaneously brings to the forefront
white fears regarding, and potentially appropriative fascinatibm fi4arlem dancing.”
In this instance, the scene significantly utilizes sex aynabglic representation of
African-American Harlemites dancing. The “bodies” dancimgk and sway,” and are
“hugged closely together.” The intermittent “rolling-eyed couple” wlecomes “caught
in the whirlpool of aching sound” is reminiscent of an orgasmjgeegnce. Because
public discussion and representation of sex also represents an @&méalmoo, the
association of Harlem dancing with sex then, solidifies to thderats danger and social
marginalization. At first glance then, a scene such as thi mpresent African-
American subijectivity in a problematic manner.

This particular representation however, is also simultaneouslyyhegiul overtly

discursive. In other words, as much as this scene appears toAfapamn-Americans as

249 |_ewis, When Harlem was in Vogua2-33.
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primitive, highly sexual beings, it also does so, on a blatanthpbslic or metaphorical
level. The couples do not actually have sex, nor do they actualiygtbing specific
that could be configured as primitive or animalistic. In termectdial activity within the
scene, the couples do not do anything other than dance. The comparisomos$ith&

a hyena is also significantly constructed as a simile, ratien a metaphor, thereby
linguistically calling attention to the fact that it is a conipam rather than a direct or real
reflection. Virtually all literature of course operates ombglic levels to represent
themes, and the fact thatigger Heavenutilizes these devices certainly should not
exonerate the text from all potentially problematic depictionsramfe it contains.
However, for this particular novel, whose critics often point to its use of stpiegt it is
also important to recognize that what is in fact instantlpgezable as a “type” in
scenes such as this one, is the language used to describehidnesers, rather than the
characters themselves and their actions. In other words, incénefully detailed
description of African-Americans dancing, what we actuag $ere is the manner
through which language constructs and dictates our vision of subjects.

Consequently, the language surrounding each individual character within the
novel reveals the constructed nature of their subjectivity. Imtrisductory sentences to
Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literatui¢ouston A. Baker Jr. claims “[Earlier] |
envisioned the ‘speaking subject’ creating language (a code) tedphered by the

present-day commentator. In my current study, | envision languagedtle) ‘speaking’
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the subject. The subject is ‘decenteré’In other words, if language or discourse is
what defines or “speaks” the subject, the original or true subfgdiecomes inherently
fragmented or hidden from view. The exaggeratedly discursive caistruof
characters imNigger Heaverexposes this potential subjective loss. Much has been made
among Van Vechten critics for example, of Mary Love’s (an eédcand refined
African-American female character within the novel) desoe “primitive” emotions.
Cary D. Wintz for example, argues, “In Van Vechten’s view Maoye’s problem was
the same problem that confronted all people of the twentieth cen@iwlization must
be humanized; there must be a blending of the primitive with the tedicaly
advanced civilization of the West. In this process, America hadh iautearn from the
Negro,”! Thus, Wintz (like many other Van Vechten scholars) attempgsaiaple with
the problem of racial ideology represented in characters likey Mave, in his case
actually defending the novel.

Yet, it is in factbecausethe representation of raced subjectivity is so much at
stake in this novel, that a close examination of the language (actinwfhat signals and
constructs this portrayal) becomes so necessary. In other womisleinto determine
what or whom, speaks through and for Mdrgw Mary speaks proves just as important
aswhat she says. Indeed, it is important to recognize that the scdepeging Mary’s

“primitive” desires are pointedly highly discursive. In a matarly revealing passage,

%0 Houston A. Baker, JrBlues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literature: Arvacular Theory(Chicago
and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1984),

1 \Wintz, Black Culture 99.
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Mary reflects on the discrepancy between her desires anithda@etically fundamental
self:
Savages! Savages at heart! And she had lost or forfeited Heighitt this
primitive birthright which was so valuable and important an assetthaight that
all the civilized races were struggling to get back to ...b&csure, she, too, felt
this African beat — it completely aroused her emotionally, but sfeecenscious
of feeling it. This love of drums, of exciting rhythms, this nadedight in

glowing colour — the colour that exists only in cloudless, tromtales — this

warm, sexual emotion, all these were hers only through a mental understanding ...

Why, Mary asked herself, is this denied to me? (89-90)
Thus, rather than show Mary actually undergoing a specific $&uggt occurs within
the linear movement of the pfot the text instead places Mary in a strictly philosophical
one. As a result, what is innate within Mary, and what is |ebbeeomes significantly
difficult to discern. All of her knowledge and understanding of heniiive birthright”
of the “African beat” and “exciting rhythms” exist as disiue ideas (or for many
readers, indeed a problematic stereotype) for her, rather thars@nal experience. The
fact then, that Mary desires this particular representatigulofectivity on a theoretical
level, but does not feel as though she can attain it physicallyspmirthe manner in
which discourse has thoroughly shaped her awareness of whom she céwowdddos.

Furthermore, the fact that the text places this dilemmadisaursive struggle within the

%2 placing Mary within a particular situation such asonfrontation with another character or specific
event in the novel would arguably render the stieigdpe goes through even less complicated, and thus
more ideologically problematic. In an instancelsas this, the demarcation between Mary’s desings a
her “innate” self would be much more sharply define
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plot doubly underscores and reveals the power of discursive language, flact
decentering (in the sense that Mary’s actual subjectivity becaidden from view) the
subject in question. Instead of viewing Mary as a subject, we thewdiscourse
constructing it.

It must also be pointed out that the stereotypical African pvieniharrative
proves to be not the only one for which Mary yearns. After Adora'y,pahere she
first meets Byron Kasson, Mary reflects upon what she wants in love:

She had an instinctive horror of promiscuity, of being handled, even touchad, by

man who did not mean a good deal to her ... A casual kiss in the dar& was

repellant idea to Mary. What she wanted was a kiss in theighth the right
man, and the right man hitherto had never appeared. Now, thinkiBgron

Kasson, she trembled as she gradually became aware of whatofsort

acknowledgment she was dragging out of her innermost soul. (54)

While in a later scene, Mary will wish to feel and think priilyathrough her body, here
she longs for a love that transcends physicality. Significabtth of these seemingly
antithetical desires are familiar stereotypical narrativene of which resembles a
melodramatic motif>® Susan Gillman describes race melodramas that were mostly
written during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centumgsfollows: “The
melodramatic will to revelation drives the race melodramas he foral occult, too,
enacts the drive toward expressivity, referencing a psychoendyytamic in the domain

of the unconscious, with the analogy to melodrama in the will to spealnispeakable,

#33ee Chapters 1 and 3 for more in-depth discusdiorelodramatic narratives.
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the melodramatic aesthetic as a form of embodied, talking ddetodramatic utterance
represents a victory over repressidi.”As the narrator speaks Mary's desires for
romantic love, while simultaneously mentioning Byron, we as read@nsan important
textual revelation: that Byron may in fact, be the man with whom Mary isdatl love.

While the important “revelations” that take place in the racldnamas Gillman
discusses, take place primarily through the exposure of hithemcealed racial
identities?® the revelation that takes place in this particular scendigger Heaven
proves just as important. It is in fact Mary’s relationship Biyinon that will become the
key plotline throughout the rest of the novel. What proves the most significant, istthe fa
that it is through Mary’s struggles with Byron that we view Ysrnitial competing
desires (emerging as discursive thoughts at the beginnirige afavel) battle in action.
Consequently, because we see Mary’'s thoughts first, as we Waiighgrapple with
these two familiar narratives throughout the course of the novel irefaionship with
Byron, the anticipated resolution to this conflict, actually becontest “type” of subject
Mary will ultimately be. By building its own narrative prinigraround familiar ones
then, the text oNigger Heaventhus destabilizes its own, by rendering those external
narratives the most visible. As a result, what ultimatelypbms exposed is the process
by which cultural narrative dictates our vision.

As a result, as much as any given stereotype emergjgggar Heavenit also

becomes immediately destabilized. At a party that Magnd#, the novel introduces us

24 Gillman, Blood Talk 16.

%> See Chapter Three for more in-depth discussighenfpassing” novel and race melodramas.
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to an educated and vocally gifted African-American charactehb/Neverett. Webb’s
initial choice to sing a classic English song (beginning with the linektHtark the lark
at heaven’'s gate sings”), significantly provokes disappointment t@mnaudience:
“Webb sang in rather an uncertain tenor voice. His tones often istini& throat. He
did not know very well how to control them, Mary noted,” (74). Thus, “Whatdtural
discourse literally does not naturally fit within Webb’s bodyisTlanguage “sticks in his
throat.” He does not know how to control this type of discourse. Whes dmked to
sing a spiritual however, the effect proves quite differentarfvhoted at once how the
feeling in this music dominated him, transfigured his voice, chuse to forget the
serious faults of his singing” (75). Thus, after Webb beginsng wihat is coded as
African-American music, his body appears more naturally in syvithh his language.
As Henry Louis Gates, Jr. points out in his discussion of the mammenich language
structures seemingly “natural” hierarchies, “Language isamty the medium of this
often insidious tendency; it is i@gn ... Language use signifies the difference between
cultures and their possession of power, spelling out the distance beswm@dinate and
superordinate, between bondsman and lord in terms of their $&cePon first glance
then, through Webb’s seemingly naturalized varying comfort levelstypes of “raced”
speech, the novel appears to portray Webb as an African-Améigcae who pretends
to be someone he is innately not. His innate body reveals igitinéo master white
language effectively, thus exposing his assumption of a whitdtigd#drdat can never truly

be his.

2% Gates, “Introduction,"Race,” Writing and Differences.
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However, the fact that Webb significantly does not sing the spirituafrican-
American dialect, renders the political message of this sdeaieedly more complex.
The last verse of the song Webb sings reads as follows: “Goimparn and never tire/
Mourn and never tire,/ Mourn and never tire,/ There’'s a great Carapragen the
Promised Land” (75). Mary additionally notes, “Even without the dialdet song
sounded sincere” (75). Thus, Webb appears to be in his identity niegmehghs singing
an African-American song, but he has significantly not adopted iddaéf African-
American discourse within it. A definitive and easily recogoliear categorical identity
surrounding Webb then through his use of discourse, actually becomes poartddly
significantly ambiguous. What does become clear though, is the fluatéanguage has
in this scene to define and categorize Webb’s body, emphakizedylh the inclusion of
the words of the songs, and Mary’s redundant notation that Webb isingithg in
dialect. After all, the reader can in fact, see that Webb doasseddialect in his sorfg’

If then, what continuously gets reinforced in this scene is not howwWeadbb sings, but
how well his use of language matches his body and identity, theiorclosan African-
American without African-American discourse that indeed appeatsiral,” renders an

innate racial identity or characterization decidedly unstable.

%71 am assuming a reader during the Harlem Renaisshere, who, given the surge in fascination with
African-American culture during this time periodpwd probably notice instantly the lack of dialéat
Webb'’s spiritual.
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On Passing and Racialism

The destabilization of character portrayal occurs consistentbughout the
novel. Another potentially troubling aspect of this text is #ersingly stereotypical
conflation of race with gender. Robyn Wiegman interprets Ameritestorical “faulty
and politically disabling analogy between ‘blacks and wonféhés follows:

Such attempts to deny the black male the primary sign of poweatriarchal

culture demonstrate the fact that the black male is preais¢ly woman. If his

lack must be corporeallgchieved his threat to white masculine power arises

from the frightening possibility of a masculine sameness and mpiysifrom a

fear of racial difference. This potential masculine sansegeserns the black

male’s contradictory position in the cultural symbolic and undethesvarious

representational attempts to align him with the femififie.
In other words, it is actually through American patriarchalutals configuration of
African-American men with women that white masculine anxeetgr the potential loss
of power is revealet®® According to Weigman, the continuous effort to place African-
American males in a powerless position exposes the fadhthamay indeed represent a
threat to white masculine power through their actual inhereamésess.” This anxious
representation occurs frequently Migger Heaven’'sportrayal of its predominant

African-American male characters, most instantaneously and obyimugtie depiction

28 \Weigman American Anatomie<.
29 WiegmanAmerican Anatomied 4.
%0 5ee Dana D. NelsonNational Manhoodfor a more thorough discussion of white masculingiety

and community.
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of Anatole Longfellow. The opening scenes of the novel describe Aimtdhily

activities as follows: “It was Anatole’s custom to indulge imanicure at [a] parlour
every afternoon around five. As a wide circle of admiring womenaegaizant of this
habit, five was the rush hour at Mrs. Guckeen’s establishment,” (B)e, ke see the
simultaneous alignment of Anatole with women as well as the umgrtreat he
potentially poses to competing masculinity ideals. He is coeipleturrounded by
women in this scene (from the female admirers to the feavaher of the parlour), even
taking part in a stereotypically “feminine” beauty regime, thms one level

demonstrating his affiliation with women, and consequently placingitian equally
powerless social and political position.

Yet, Anatole’s ability to command the attention and admiration cfetiveomen
simultaneously places him in a powerful position precisely through perceived
masculinity. Significantly, this masculinity proves highly q@dex and fraught with
anxiety. Immediately after Anatole leaves the parlour, theatnaerreflects, “Was there
another sheik in Harlem who possessed one-tenth his attraction fernthke sex?” (6).
The fact that this seeming statement about Anatole’s prowiissfemnales is literally
phrased in a question simultaneously emphasizes Anatole’s masdaigyi as much
as it insidiously undercuts it. By asking if indeed there is ‘@@rotn Harlem” who
possesses “one-tenth” of Anatole’s success with the “female isstead of stating it,
the text not only implies that there may indeed be “anothertdbsdnatole, but reflects
the intense cultural anxiety that surrounds the assertion. Thatipbtireat of an

assertion about Anatole’s masculine identity becomes destabihzedgh an indirect
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qguestioning of its legitimacy. Thus, through this statement wahguestion (and vice-
versa), what becomes exposed to the reader is the anxietyaoveness and difference
that constructs race and gender stereot§fes.

This uneasy reflection of black masculinity is more fleshed outthe
characterization of Byron Kasson. After Byron suffers a padity bitter rejection of
his manuscript (a critique of which that is significantly $amto one Mary makes earlier
in the novel), Byron thinks to himself, “He had promised to telephone [Mafg’'d be
damned if he would keep that promise. He'd be glad to rot in hie# gver wanted to
see her silly Madonna face again, always so superior. She égnéartts what she did,
she sneered. He was through,” (229). Here, Bryon asserts hihrseigh affirming his
sense of regained masculinity. As Phillip Brian Harper argues,

Since the dominant view holds prideful self-respect as the veepas®f healthy

African-American identity, it also considers such identity toflnmedamentally

weakened wherever masculinity appears to be compromised ... [Tdis] fa

primary effect is that all debates over and claims to “auitieAtrican-American
identity are largely animated by a profound anxiety about the stpaesfically of

African-Americanmasculinity?®?

%1t is important to note here that an assumptioa efereotypically white masculine ideal is beinade
here as well, most notably in the conflation of cudigity with heterosexuality.

%2 phillip Brian Harper,Are we Not Men? Masculine Anxiety and the ProbldnmAfican-American
Identity (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), x. \WhiHarper is specifically discussing here
contemporary notions of African-American identitiye connection that he establishes between autiignti
and masculinity equally proves relevant for theetiim whichNigger Heaverwas written.
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Thus, in reappropriating the superiority and consequent power Byron pertésvg to
have over him, he establishes his authentic self. By claimingotarftthe relationship,
Bryon asserts a masculine and therefore powerful self, empHasirough the
continuous repetition of “He” in this passage, rather than “l.” Bgrassertion of self is
completely bound up with his sense of masculinity.

The complexity of this African-American self-identificationcoenes evident in
Byron’s relationship (which takes place almost immediatelyr dfies incident) with
Lasca Sartoris, a rich, independent African-American woman who Byges for sex,
until she grows tired of hirff® After Lasca leaves him, Byron reacts as follows:
“Returning to his room, he knelt before his bed, burying his head irottegsc Mary, he
sobbed, dear little Mary, | do love you, but | can’t go back to you Umélproved how
much | hateher,” (276). Byron’s loss of Lasca then, represents more thanthas
painful demise of a relationship. It becomes instead thendiet&tion of his sense of
self. InThe Melancholy of Racé&nne Anlin Cheng discusses the psychological effects
of “racial minoritization” upon the raced subject, declaring,

For a child coming to racial discrimination, affective formatiom alistinction

(how one tells the difference between love and hate) become swledtand

twisted that love and hate both come to be “fabricated” and “fraudulenthe

social lesson of racial minoritization reinforces itself thiotige imaginative loss

53 This of course proves very ironic, since Byroneastbly leaves Mary to assert his own power and
independence.
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of a never-possible perfection, whose loss [one] must come to ydestifa

rejection of [oneselff**

In other words, those who are racially othered, begin to have difisigwing the
distinction between love and hate, in that they both appear fatsmtgtructed.
Additionally, being minoritized signals an imagined (and constructed$ lof an
impossible ideal, which in turn causes self-rejection.

Byron’s grief over losing both Lasca and Mary appears attfireive absolutely
nothing to do with race. Neither whiteness nor blackness is memtamnevhere in this
passage. However, what Byron is ultimately struggling widre is his anxiety
surrounding his subject position. Byron does not just recognize e&keistamade, and
resolve to return to Mary, whom he declares he loves. He muste'’phow much he
hates Lasca before he can do so. Since he in fact speaks to no dmedalitin this
scene, the recipient of the “proof” of hatred that he refers toentg signifies himself.
In order to love Mary, he must hate Lasca, and vice-versaert@gled comprehension
of the two ideas become even more evident when one considers howy eguidint
Byron feels towards Mary a short time earlier, when he persdmer as a threat to his
assertion of self. Thus, the loss and consequent struggle beirngeckthere is the ideal
of what Byron thinks he should be. By determining when he will retuMary and his
proof of hatred of Lasca, Byron attempts to restore the power analconér women
that is typical of the American masculine ideal. Since ttasauline ideal is inherently a

white one, the specter of whiteness haunts this scene, mostcadgcdnd obviously in

%4 Anne Anlin ChengThe Melancholy of Race: Psychoanalysis, Assimitatémd Hidden GriefOxford:
Oxford University Press, 2001), 17.
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its absence and intangibility. Significantly, Byron ass#its self-actualization in a very
stereotypically passive fashion. He is “sobbing” and has his heatheneath two
pillows. This textual alignment of Byron with the stereotypicdiminine (excess
emotion and domestic items), thus simultaneously reveals the manner in wirochcBg
inherently never fulfill this ideal, as well as emphasizecdastructedness. The entire
novel is after all, a narrative by its very nature. Culturafrative then becomes
recognizably and significantly represented within a literamye, signaling the
simultaneous power and constructed nature of both.

The question surrounding race and racism in this text then, provesedigci
complicated. The fact that whiteness is so invisible withiramt prove both troubling
and significant. On one level, the lack of any concrete irtterawith overt racism can
appear as though the novel's treatment of the “race problem” catyplghores the
element of white dominant paradigms. Issues of race are addrigequently in the text,
but they are mainly merely discussed among African-Americharacters, and
oftentimes demonstrate the divisiveness within the African-Azarrcommunity itself.
In an early example in the novel, Mary Love, when at a pangtetl what she had often
observed before in the expression of dependent Negroes in the homcasnaémbers of
her race, a certain sullen mien. We don’t like to wait on eachr,othe reflected
bitterly” (28). The bitterness thus being exhibited here supalificieflects resentment
and division among the African-American community according t@s¢land not

necessarily one of racial oppression.
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This phenomenon also occurs in the novel’'s treatment of passing. eVaraiih
describes classic passing texts as follows: “The narratyectories of classic passing
texts are typically predetermined ... For instance, they presuppaseharacters who
pass for white are betrayers of the black race, and they degdemukt inevitably, upon
the association of blackness with self-denial and suffering, andhtteness with
selfishness and material comfoft™ Nigger Heaveninitially seems to reflect these
political implications of passing in the minor character of Didk Bick announces his
decision to pass for white at a party at which Byron is in attexeddBefore Dick Sill
had removed his overcoat, he blazed forth his news, almost in a toledasfce. I'm
going white! he announced ... They make us do it, Byron, he insistedjns@h
aggressive tone which sounded apologetic. They make us. We don’towdnddn’t
want to, but they make us” (182-183). Dick’s “aggressive” and “défstahce about his
decision to pass before he even meets with any disapprovalgdfis¢nowledge that he
will somehow be judged harshly by the African-American comnyuioit doing so. His
justification or the idea that “they make us do it,” additionadiffects the notion that in
order for Dick to have any success in life, he must somehow be white.

Yet, it is significant that we only see these implicationsudised, and not fleshed
out in any narrative events within the novel. We do not follow Dicla aharacter
through the trajectory of the novel, and thus never really see lggyks with passing or
perhaps even more importantly, the actual oppressive circumstetoeh, as he states

earlier, force him to do so. In fact, Byron later meets Dick Harlem nightclub with a

25 valerie Smith,Not Just Race, Not Just Gender: Black Feminist RemsdNew York and London:
Routledge, 1998), 36.
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group of white people, and the two engage in a telling conversatioyrofiBhesitated
before he inquired, Are you white or coloured tonight? Buckra, of codsd.so are my
friends, but they’ll be delighted to meet you. They've heard abouti¢laeNegro! Dick
Grinned,” (208). Not only does Dick appear to pass with ease, his Wighds (while
obviously not accepting of African-Americans as peers and communatybers, hence
Dick's need to pass in the first place), are still willingitronerse themselves within a
predominantly African-American space, and appear frieffl{on one level then, to
verbally acknowledge a race problem, and then never in fact, deatenatry overt
racial oppression, can prove very troubling indeed when readingh¢hvisl. By not
showing us racism in action, it makes sense on one level to infeththaovel may in
fact, condone its contemporary race relations. It certainly doesaketthe time to
demonstrate its condemnation of it, after all.

However, what the novel does reflect (whether intentionally or nstkhe
insidiousness of racism that was occurring at the time. ktynialthough there was a
surge of interest in the African-American community during tlaglétn Renaissance,
there was of course still massive social segregation anmengates, evidenced by the
fact that the artistic movement was named after a partigdagraphic space where

African-Americans lived. This space was of course, byreatdistinct from the white

26 Contrast this, for example, with the manner inalihiissuming racial identity becomes the crux of the
novel for lola, and results in horrifying struggles her inlola Leroy. Valerie Smith may interpret this as

a result of gender. She claims, “Passing maleadienrs can either be re-educated and returnedeto th
bosom of home and community to uplift the racethely can remain in the white world and be consguict
with some measure of condescension, ambivalenceyem approval. Passing women characters on the
other hand, are either re-educated and returngtetbosom of home and community, or they receiveeso
extreme form of punishment such as death or thdfisacof a loved one,” (SmithNot Just Race39).
While Dick's gender may play a role in his passease inNigger Heavenit is nonetheless extremely
politically telling that we do not overtly see thppression that causes or results from his decision
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community. Thus, this space represented an ideology that waselgfmiore difficult to
cross than any literal geographic line. The novel in factostnates this when Byron
and Mary are walking home to Harlem after Mary has bessguhover for a promotion
yet again for a white girl:
[Mary states:] At first no one would see me. Not a singlenbex of the board
would grant me an appointment ... Now, to be perfectly frank, théyrely to
me, but they don’t promote me. They promote the white girls ...slieets were
crowded with pedestrians, white and coloured, scurrying home from wask.
they approached One hundred and twenty-fifth Street, the blacks began t
predominate. Almost immediately after they had passed that thdevaghey
met only Negroes. They had crossed the line. (148-149)
Although Mary can bodily cross the Harlem line, work with wipg®ple, and even meet
those who are “lovely” to her, she cannot move beyond the ideologihl that
continuously rises up to meet her. As Anne Anlin Cheng furtlaessin her discussion
of racial melancholia,
Racial melancholia describes the dynamics that constituterdites’] mutual
definition through exclusion ... On the one side, white American identyits
authority is secured through the melancholic introjection of raattars that it
can neither fully relinquish nor accommodate and whose ghostly npeese
nonetheless guarantees its centrality. On the other sideadia¢ ather (the so-
called melancholic object) also suffers from racial melanchahereby his or her

racial identity is imaginatively reinforced through the intatien of a lost, never-
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possible perfection, an inarticulable loss that comes to informnttgidual’s

sense of his or her own subjectivify.
In other words, what Cheng points to is the manner in which rammhracial identity
operate on a hidden or sub-conscious level. In order to establifagsEiminant, white
American identity relies upon racial others for its definitionneae it cannot consciously
or completely acknowledge or include them. Conversely, the imagissdof an ideal
constructs the racial other’'s sense of self. Thus, the spagathat Mary and Byron
cross physically, ultimately represents an ideological live is infinitely uncrossable.
The desegregated population of New York City is haunted by the badibemqce of
African-American pedestrians, but does not fully “accommodatehtas equals. This
of course contrasts heavily with the fluidity in which Dick’s wehitiends cross the line
between Harlem and New York. Their physical presence and giealgpower are
keenly sensed and established everywhere they go, additionally éemegh#sough
Dick’s undefined yet instantly recognizable reference toytlvehen he speaks of his
decision to pass for white. “They,” while not specifically pinpoigtiany particular
white individual, possess the universal and constant power (even inirtiregdiate
absence) to create the loss of an ideal that shapes Dick'sumtiast of his sense of
subjectivity.

Thus, it is actually quite fitting that examples of overtsacare missing from the
text. The novel subtly and repeatedly contrasts the slipperih@gste identity with the

fixed subjectivity of African-Americans, highlighted most obviouahd interestingly in

%7 Cheng,The Melancholy of Ragi.
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the figure of Van Vechten himself. Many readersNigger Heavenpoint to the
character of Gareth Johns (a white patron and novelist) asearegti of Van Vechten
himself. In a particularly telling scene, he is depictedledaring wistfully, “Do you
know ... | think I'd like to write a Negro novel,” (104). This desiseof course exactly
what Van Vechten manages to do in the constructiddigger Heaventself. It is also
important to recognize however, that another potential alter egamf\échten resides
in the character of Byron Kasson. The depiction of Byron’s congtaigigée to become
a writer necessarily recalls Van Vechten’s writing itself. Thisobees especially evident
through the manner in which Russett Durwood (an editor who rejects 'Byron
manuscript) asks him, “Why in hell don’t you write about somethingkyaw about?”
and exhorts him to “Let your characters live and breathe! ®meair. Let ‘em react to
life and talk and act naturally,” (222-224). One cannot help but thinkaof Wechten
when reading these lines, especially given the frequent chargés against him of
constructing stereotypes about a community to which he does nambagly belong.
To read these pleas for realism makes the reader inherenttiogiéan Vechten and his
text. Nigger Heavens decidedly not usually perceived as a realist novel.

Whether or not Van Vechten attempts to construct a realist bexit a\frican-
Americans and fails, or intends to make a political statement alyotg appropriation of
African-American artists (and most critics and scholars spendaadgal of time arguing
for the former), is almost really beside the point here. Ticati@ntion to himself through
Byron is indeed potentially appropriative and problematic, but walatof these

references to himself within the text do, is call attentiorhéoitvisible fluidity of white
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male subjectivity, in that Van Vechten is the literal, yegély absent constructor of all
subjects within the novel (who significantly happen to be mostlycafiAmerican).
The novel thus (wittingly or unwittingly), reflects the pautexr power structure of racial
identification and oppression, ultimately emphasized in the novel's esdeme. After
Byron shoots and kills Randolph Pettijohn, the novel's ending lines reagtofiBwas
curiously conscious that a white hand was reaching for the gunoadked up to face a
coat of blue buttoned with brass,” (284). Instead of telling us thairBgncounters a
policeman, the narrative calls attention just to the “white hanuj’the “coat of blue
buttoned with brass.” What we see here is not a particular individea] but a symbol
of the inextricable combination of whiteness (the white hand) and power (the palisema
uniform). The fact that Byron is “curiously conscious” of this figueslditionally
signifies that he does not so much see him, as he is instead keealy of him. It is
significant then that the novel ends with this particular image. M&fe not literally see
whiteness very much in this novel, but as the text ultimately makas, it is constantly
hovering, constructing subjects to maintain its existence.

To ignore or dismisdigger Heaversimply because it makes us uncomfortable
would be a real mistake. Indeed, it is because the text indeeksgs of political and
social discomfort that it is worthy of careful reading and @ratron, especially given its
widespread popularity at the time it was written. Certainigrently, reading this novel
truly becomes a public experience as its mere title aloms t® speak complex volumes
about the connection between the act of reading (both books and bodieff)eand

formation and comprehension of varying subject positions. Consequently, to read a novel
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such as this further helps to reveal the nature and constructioneaf sabjectivity,
allowing us to examine it more, whether the ultimate judgment ppmgtive or

negative.
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Chapter 6: “(De)Categorizing Janie Crawford: Self-Making, Voice, and Narratve

in Their Eyes Were Watching God

Much like Nigger Heaventhe varying popularity and reception of Zora Neale
Hurston’s 1937 noveTheir Eyes Were Watching Gbdve consistently revolved around
the text's particular portrayal of raced subjectivity. UnlikenWechten’s text however,
within the past thirty years, Hurston’s text has enjoyed aspcead popularity within
both mainstream literary culture and college course syllabis iShilue largely to Alice
Walker’s retrieval of the long-out-of print novel in 1970. Prior talMér's interest in
Hurston, many readers rejected the novel when it was firstgmelolibecause of the
political implications of its potential sentimental or folk tramit Richard Wright, a
contemporary of Hurston’s, was overtly critical @ieir Eyes Were Watching GodAs
Mary Helen Washington explains,

Writing for the leftist magazin&lew MassesWright excoriatedTheir Eyesas a

novel that did for literature what the minstrel shows did for gre#hat is, make

white folks laugh. The novel, he said, “carries no theme, no message
thought,” but exploited those “quaint” aspects of Negro life thasfedi the
tastes of a white audience. By the end of the forties, addedominated by

Wright and by the stormy fiction of social realism, the quigtece of a woman

searching for self-realization could not, or would not, be h&4rd.

%8 Mary Helen Washington, “Foreword” fbheir Eyes Were Watching Gdaly Zora Neale Hurston, (New
York: Harper Perennial, 1990 edition), viii.
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This “quaint” aspect of Hurston’s work that Wright points to, then, prdk@sbling
because it potentially clouds and undermines resistance to whitessigor. As
Washington explains, part of the problem surrounding Hurston’s work wheasifirgt
published, involved the manner in which she did not appear to subscribe to coargmpor
literary and cultural movements. Although Harlem Renaissaokelars by no means
reach any type of consensus regarding the exact dates wheroWeenent began and
ended, most agree that the beginnings of the Great Depression i93be had a
profound impact upon the concerns driving African-American art andatiiber. As
James De Jongh explains,
In the 1930s and 1940s, Harlem’s deterioration created a crisihdoblack
cultural awakening represented by the literary trope of the 1920scontrast to
the writers of the Renaissance generation, who had initiatatiehee of Harlem
in poetry, novelists were the first writers of the new ger@rato turn their
attention in imaginative literature to the decline of Afro-Aroais cultural
capital, for the emerging Harlem ghetto offered rich mdtéoiathe naturalistic
impulse exemplified with such authority by Richard Wright in Native.%dn
During the 1930s and 1940s then, African-American literature typicaflected
increasing economic concerns and the particular ways in whiglatfexted the African-
American community. On one level then, as Washington points out, Hurstowéd
about a young woman searching for selfhood that is manifested hhrdiffg@rent

relationships with men does not indeed fit in with what would appebe tine current

29 De JonghVicious ModernismChapter 6.
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pressing issues impacting African-Americans, or even thetidinetiterary movements
were taking in general®’ As a result, the novel fell quickly out of print.

Thirty years later, Alice Walker's persistence in calliagfention to both
Hurston’s novel and Hurston herself not only allowed Hurston’s work to beconare
visible within academic discussions, but helped it become one ofxttualtéorerunners
in the revised canon movement (or the notion that heretofore excludeditynanal
women writers should be included within the literary and acadeamon) emerging in
the 1970s. As Michael Awkward proclaims,

Alice Walker has been the single most instrumental figure him tecent

establishment of Hurston’s literary reputation. Walker publishedersl

provocative essays during the 1970s which brought Hurston’'s work to the
attention of many, and said dheir Eyes Were Watching Gdd here is no book

more important to me than this one.” Walker also paid her debt tadduby

20 |n fact, Hurston herself was not a figure who Vitthin any conventional boundaries. As an
anthropologist working under the direction of thkite Dr. Franz Boaz, she spent a great deal of iime
the South, researching African-American folktaled é&anguage, many of them becoming the basis for he
novels and collections of stories. What this mefansthe manner in which she viewed resistance and
oppression proves very complicated. In fact, Maihne Nadell claims that “Hurston employs an aéisth

of lying to wrestle with these [cultural] questionShe explicitly frames her work as a collectidrilies,’
meaning on one level, the folktales and stories Wexe told on the front porches, around the caregfi
and in other informal social settings in the ruauth, seemingly gathered according to her mentor’s
demands of ‘pure objectivity.” (Martha Jane Nad&hter the New Negro: Images of Race in American
Culture, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004, 96)s Bpproach to representing African-American
life and subjectivity then, certainly does not nhatbe gritty realism of Wright's work for exampland
Hurston’s intentions surrounding this communityoatk not prove quite as clear. Huston herself was
fact, many times criticized by both sides of thétpal spectrum for her comments about race, gerated
identity.
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locating and marking her previously unmarked grave with a tombstone

designating her literary forebear as “A Genius of the Sduth.”
In fact, as Mary Helen Washington explains in her foreword to the H88fer Perennial
edition of the novel, in March of 1977, the novel was “unanimously abtheftthe list”
of the MLA Commission on Minority Groups and the Study of Language andhtiitets
first publication of out-of-print books “most in demarfd® Indeed, Their Eyes Were
Watching Gogdwith its focus on themes of African-American female sedflization is a
novel that only seems to gain attention by both mainstream cularea@ademia’®
Todd McGowan, for instance, in his discussion of “psychoanalysisrendew canon”
even includes a lengthy analysisTdfeir Eyes Were Watching Gad an example of a
“repressed” novel, or “those works whose exclusion from the canon doeské
sense ™

Despite the general consensus regarding the merits ofxt'e retrieval though,
the novel itself is decidedly still not without controversy. Ispecifically the particular
aesthetics of the book that leads many scholars to become uncorefevidblwhat it
potentially represents politically. Interestingly enough, hBid Wright's particular

critique of Their Eyes Were Watching Gedhen it was first published, resembles very

27 Michael Awkward, “Introduction,” ed. Michael Awkwa, New Essays on Their Eyes Were Watching
God (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 5.

22\Washington, “Foreword,” x.

23 The novel is still written about quite frequentind the 2005 made-for-television film adaptatidiit o
starring Halle Berry and produced by Oprah Winfgmonstrates its enduring appeal for readers.

2% Todd McGowan,The Feminine “No!” Psychoanalysis and the New CanéNew York: State
University of New York Press, 2001), 7.
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closely many current scholars’ problems with the novel. In bgaye “The Politics of
Fiction, Anthropology, and the Folk: Zora Neale Hurston,” Hazel Cadgts out, “In
Hurston’s work, the rural black folk becomes an aesthetic principleaas by which to
embody a rich oral culture.” At the end of this essay, Carbynately asks us to
interrogate our privileging of Hurston’s work, based upon the manner inhwits
aesthetic form promotes a particular political representatigkfrafan-American female
identity, stating, “Perhaps, it is time that we should questiomxtent of our dependence
upon the romantic imagination of Zora Neale Hurston to produce cult@ahings of
ourselves as native daughtet§For Carby, our “dependence” upon a romantic or folk
tradition in representing African-American identity potentiatligscures the reality of
white oppression that the African-American individual faces ewdeay. What is also
implied in Carby’s argument is the manner in which the redenifigation of Hurston’s
novel has constructed readers’ own sense of selves and subjdotipgyhaps too great
an extent.

Thus, while critiques such as Carby’s might initially appear sociathycalturally
recent in their concern with representation of African-Ameriwamen in particulaf’®
(a very specific group that Wright decidedly was not invested inisrreview of the
novel), the apprehension surrounding the specific form of the novel and what iapiglitic

signals, has endured. | would like to argue however, that it is ehedisrough this

2’5 Hazel V. Carby, “The Politics of Fiction, Anthropgy, and the Folk: Zora Neale Hurston,” &tichael
Awkward, New Essays on Their Eyes Were Watching,Gambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1990), 71-90.

27® Hazel Carby, Barbara Christian, and Barbara Johfisoexample, whose work and interests revolve
around black feminism, are just a few current satslriting about Hurston and this very issue.
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conflict between representation and sociopolitical meaning and aetii@h that Janie
constructs her sense of self. As a result, while white oppregsiith a few notable
exceptions) does not overtly emerge in the form of actual deasam this novel,
critiqgues of white patriarchy and its discourse nonetheless abounmd text, represented
through the men Janie chooses and rejects. This novel does not so muebepany
tradition or voice then, as much as it demonstrates the mannerahn Jdmie constructs a
unique sense of self that ultimately and subversively transcestisete and political
categorizations.

The novel is structured in such a way so that its motifs beceffieeferential
clues for Janie and the reader as well in her quest for setivdiy. The formal
complexity of the novel has led many scholars to believe thaexts structural use of
time in its narrative is flawed. Bernard Bell, for examplhile praising the novel’s
aesthetic sensibility, declares

The major problems in the narrative are the awkward handlipgiof of view,

especially the moral and emotional distance between the protagmuisher

grandmother, and of time structure. Choosing to mix third-person ociemis
dramatic, and first-person modes of presentation, the implied autharshibgi
frame story in the first chapter with the omniscient narnatetaphorically setting

the mood, introducing the theme, and dramatizing the conflict between her

enlightened, independent central character and the inhibiting conveatities

folk community?’’

277 Bell, The Afro-American Novel and Its Traditjd®23.
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For Bell then, the flaw in the novel’s structure resides inpfgaeent lack of coherence
and consistency in point of view and chronology. However, tim&heir Eyes Were
Watching Godis actually very neatly structured, according to the ifipetheme of
individual self-discovery it is trying to represent. The novghificantly opens with a
metaphorical image of time and vision:
Ships at a distance have every man’s wish on board. For some theyncaith
the tide. For others they sail forever on the horizon, never out laf sigver
landing until the Watcher turns his eyes away in resignatiordreams mocked
to death by Time. That is the life of men. Now, women fordethake things
they don’t want to remember, and remember everything they dontttevdorget.
The dream is the truth. Then they act and do things accordifigly.
This opening image initially seems at once both abstract and ireduéte are not
introduced to any concrete individual characters through this desariptnstead, the
text personifies the concepts of time and vision, signified kyctipitalization of the
words “Time” and the “Watcher.” Yet, this opening passage alsaltsineously, in its
broad statements about what men and women see and remember, thraugghaheme
as a metaphorical image, narrowly categorizes the two groupsingaa seemingly
uneasy negotiation between metaphorical abstraction and definitivampedmns about

gender identity.

278 7ora Neale HurstorTheir Eyes Were Watching Go@New York: Harper Perennial edition, 1990, orig,
published 1937), 1. All subsequent citations véfer to this edition.
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However, the fact that we immediately see this image eahdotdhe textual
representation of Janie Crawford and her story proves signifibamediately after this
passage, the narrative reads: “So the beginning of this wasnarwand she had come
back from burying the dead ... The people all saw her come beitause sundown ...
It was the time to hear things and talk ... Seeing the womah@&svas made them
remember the envy they had stored up from other times. So hlegyed up the back
parts of their minds and swallowed with relish,” (1-2). The novelrnsetfien, with the
chronological ending of Janie’s actual story, signified through theoti$®al images
such as sundown, the return from burial, and memories “stored up frontiotegy” and
ultimately solidified for the reader soon after when Janideseth to tell her friend
Phoeby her story. Through the juxtaposition of these scenes theextheveals the
manner in which time functions for Janie in her narrative.b8ginning the story at the
chronological ending, and then releasing it to Janie’s narratiiéhbeby, the textual
narrative relinquishes control to Janie over what she indeed want®rget" and
“remember” in her story. By opening with images of time anéwishat additionally
emphasize them through personification and capitalization, the téxallgccalls
attention to the fact that this will knie’sstory and voice. The narrative opens with a
statement about time and then immediately enacts a noticdafilenschronology.
Similarly, the narrative opens with a statement about “thechéaf’ and then
immediately constructs a more sharply defined point of viewsiahtft of concentration

to Janie’s own narration. These structural shifts in time and pbview then, actually
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represent highly measured clues towards understanding Janie’s donstofidier sense
of self.

The novel's use of repetition additionally proves extremely imporia the
representation of Janie and her self-discovery. This motif caselaith Henry Louis
Gates’s arguments regarding “repetition and revision” or th@makhiat “repetition and
revision” are key to “black artistic forms.” He states, ‘#@ the white person’s gaze,
black people created their own unique vernacular structures and delstize double
play that these forms bore to white forms ... Whatever is bddcdut black American
literature is to be found in this identifiable black Signifyin@ijference.?’® In other
words, by creating a vernacular that repeats and revises vVamtgiage, African-
Americans resist white oppression through the “double play” thigt dreates and
signifies. Their Eyes Were Watching Gaeértainly does possess and utilize an African-
American vernacula®® Hurston additionally extends this “repetition and revision” into
the structure of the text as well, most significantly inute of foreshadowing and
mirroring. Early in the novel, Janie tells Phoeby, “Yeah, Phoels Cike is gone. And
dat’'s de only reason you see me back here — cause Ah ain't godghtd make me
happy no more where Ah was at. Down in the Everglades there, dowa ontk,” (7).
Here, it is not just Janie’s type of language that “signifimg”what the particular phrases
she uses mean in terms of the story that unfolds in the narr&8iwé&forming Phoeby

that Tea Cake is “gone,” we now effectively know how the stoilyy emd before it

29 Gates The Signifying Monkeyxiv.

20 The particularities and implications of this wikk addressed later in this chapter.
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begins. Janie’s retelling of the story and our experience o€ ithars consistently and
pointedly affected by this scene, as we always remembesttig's ultimate demise
before we even see it. Similarly, the phrase “down on the muakiaghat will actually
be repeated multiple times throughout the course of the novel. Whatited phrases
demonstrate and emphasize then, is the significance of partsocaiaes, moments, and
people for Janie. Moreover, these repeated phrases highlight foeatler,r Janie’s
reflection upon them as important. She has undergone the scenehrongh living
them, and another time through telling th&th.
The novel also accomplishes this particular form of conveying mgdhimugh
its use of mirroring. The narrative constructs multiple examplf female characters
who overtly reflect whom Janie could become. In one particulaghifeant example,
just before leaving for the Everglades with Tea Cake (a mah ymumger than herself),
Janie remembers one Annie Tyler, and her unfortunate betrayal in a simad#osit
Then two weeks later the porter and conductor of the north bound local had
helped [Annie] off the train at Maitland ... Everything that you cowdd was
hanging. Her chin hung from her ears and rippled down her neck likesdrape
Her hanging bosom and stomach and buttocks and legs that draped down over her
ankles. She groaned but never giggled ... The daughter came as sslom as
could and took Annie Tyler away to die in peace. She had waitbeéralife for

something, and it had killed her when it found her. The thing madé iisel

21 Wwhile this is of course theoretically true for afrratives told from the simultaneous narrator and
protagonist’s point of view, the overt repetitiohevents and phrases here calls particular attemtidhis
fact.
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pictures and hung around Janie’s bedside all night long. Anyhow, shet wasn’

going back to Eatonville to be laughed at and pitied. (114-115)

Annie Tyler then, represents not only what Janie could become butcagtlif what she
decidedly does not want to be. What Janie will repeat is Annieiside to leave with a
younger man, but she will revise what happens to Annie by not megurmibe “laughed
at and pitied,” in turn signifying an identity that is uniquely hers.

Recurring motifs in the novel actually exist then, for a veryti@dar
significatory purpose. It is highly crucial that the narrasignals the death of Tea Cake
twice through the use of water. During the flood of the EvergladzsChke fights off a
rabid dog about to attack Janie: “Tea Cake split the wateatikatter, opening his knife
as he dived ... Tea Cake rose out of the water at the cow’s rungeeed the dog by
the neck ... They fought and somehow he managed to bite Tea Cakaphmh his
cheek-bone once. Then Tea Cake finished him and sent him to the tmg&tay there,”
(157).  This climactic scene is then immediately followed degcription of other
pressing concerns plaguing Tea Cake and Janie (namely try@ésgdpe the impressment
of African-American men to retrieve and bury dead bodies foundhenwater) that
significantly almost make the reader forget about the poteatdiager of the dog bite.
This danger resurfaces though, when Tea Cake finds himself unablenkowdter:
“Janie dipped up a glass of water and brought it to the bed. Teatddkd and filled
his mouth then gagged horribly, disgorged that which was in his mouth amd tttee
glass upon the floor” (166). The same violence that occurs duringptite when Tea

Cake fights the dog reemerges here. Where Tea Cake mustitigithe water in the
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flood to overcome the dog by “splitting” it like a “knife,” drinking tea here causes him
to “gag horribly.” The use of water then in this latter scproves doublefold. It signals
a common symptom of rabies, and it also reflects back with pointed clarity imothent
where Tea Cake contracts the disease. The danger of the danditvhat it signals,
now stand out in sharp relief for both Janie and the reader, througbrtimon clue of
water. This linkage of a motif then, does not just exist withe narrative as a pure
matter of literary form, but is overtly utilized (or “sigrai” through structural repetition)
to show the manner in which Janie and the reader piece togethemgé&mm her
narrative. What is signified then through the novel's repetition awision of
recognizable literary motifs is narrative connection. The heeras not merely
unfolding a story, but insisting upon creating meaning and significoce it. Its
structure thus proves highly organized according to the unique meaning it is bifffding.
The manner in which discourse functions in this novel then, proves highly

important specifically in terms of resistance. Although w&chwfrom an omniscient
third-person point of view to a first-person one when Janie begins| tBheeby her
story, three pages into Janie’s narrative, the perspective ssvidgan: “Nanny didn’t
love tuh see me wid mah head hung down, so she figgered it would’ teetter fuh me

if us had uh house ... Phoeby’s hungry listening helped Janie to tedktdrgr... She
though awhile and decided that her conscious life had commenced at Nanny’§l@ate,”

Thus, we almost immediately move from Janie’s particular vaioe vernacular to

282 \While of course all novels create meaning throtiggr narratives, no matter how “disorganized” or
confusing they may seem, what | am trying to btim¢jght here are the particular structural and lsglic
clues and motifs within the space of the narratwfeTheir Eyes Were Watching Godesthetic and
meaningful details that many critics and scholaens to overlook or fail to see.
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another third-person point of view. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. defimgparticular strategy

of narration inTheir Eyes Were Watching Gagb “free indirect discourse,” stating,
Hurston’s narrative strategy depends on the blending of the tewt'smost
extreme and seemingly opposed modes of narration — that is, narrative
commentary, which begins at least in the diction of standardidBnghnd
characters’ discourse, which is always foregrounded by quotatidts mad by
its black diction ... In other words, through the use of what Hurstoecal
highly “adorned” free indirect discourse, which we might think &faathird or
mediating term between narrative commentary and direct dis¢athiee Eyes
Were Watching Godesolves that implicit tension between standard English and
black dialect, the two voices that function as verbal counterpaintlei text’s
opening paragrapl&®

Thus, according to Gates, the novel’'s mediation between the “estrerhé¢he third-

person and first-person point of view results in a particular kind ctidisre narration

that actually functions as a resolution of the tension betweendmasfof culturally

coded language, namely standard English and African-American vernacular.
It is in fact through this “free indirect discourse” Timeir Eyes Were Watching

God, that we additionally view Janie’s particular resistance tdgvdiscursive traditions

that could potentially define her. Much has been made by madgneof the pear tree

scene. Early in the novel, as Janie lies on her back beneath a pear tree,

23 GatesThe Signifying Monkey91-192.
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She saw a dust-bearing bee sink into the sanctum of a bloom; thenthcistar-

calyxes arch to meet the love embrace and the ecstatic ehibertree from root

to tiniest branch creaming in every blossom and frothing with delig@d this

was a marriage! She had been summoned to behold a revelationJahe felt

a pain remorseless sweet that left her limp and languid. (10-11)
The obvious orgasmic symbols in this scene (from the “arch” arsddtec shiver” of the
tree to Janie’s own “sweet pain” that leaves her “limp andual”), have resulted in
many critical discussions of the importance of this scen¢hforconstruction of Janie’s
own budding sexuality. Carla Kaplan designates this scene agigripe her argument
that the novel is “the story of a young woman in search of an orgeShe claims, “The
meaning of Janie’s pear tree ‘revelation,’ it turns out, is notiagge or a husband or sex,
but talk itself, the experience of conversation, the act of stongeland self-
narration.”®  Houston A. Baker Jr. takes a more unfavorable view of this scene,
arguing, “The pear tree metaphor — the protagonist’s organic yaofaserself as an
orgasmic tree fertilized by careless bees ... leads away the more significant
economic dimensions of the novéf> For Baker then, this scene detracts from what he
deems more serious and important social aspects of the novel.

This scene undoubtedly proves significant in terms of the introductidante’s

newfound sexuality, regardless of whether or not one finds this partibgime a crucial

284 Kaplan, The Erotics of Talk99-101.

28> Baker,Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literatufs.
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social or political issue. However, what is at least equadportant here, is precisely the
fact that this scene is construed symbolically. As Hazel Carby agplai
Language is accented differently by competing groups, and thereforeréne ¢ér
language is a terrain of power relations. This struggle wihuh over language
reveals the nature of the structure of social relations and treadig of power,
not the nature of one particular group. The sign then, is an aretmaggie and a
construct between socially organized persons in the process ointieeaction;
the forms that signs take are conditioned by the social orgamzafi the
participants involved and also by the immediate conditions of their interaé¥fons.
If, as Carby states, language exists as the discursinda®ighe struggle for power, it is
highly significant that the text constructs Janie’s first eeaf sexual identity (or a
classification that is potentially easily placed into a ipaldr discursive power
dichotomy) within a symbolic framework in a narrative mediatiohe Tayered modes of
narration and linguistic representation do not fit within an easdggnizable or overtly
prevailing type of discourse. No type of language or discoumss aut then, in any
struggle of power as each recognizable form (i.e. firstgpeversus third-person, dialect
versus Standard English, or figurative versus literal languag so obviously and
continuously mediated by another. What we see then, in this partsuglae, and the
particular narrative structure of the novel, is the manner in wthiehext’'s portrayal of
Janie resists discourse as a potentially limiting culturalffinchg code, but instead

utilizes it as an individual means to depict Janie claiming an identity that is unifae

8¢ Carby,Reconstructing Womanhooti7.
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The manner in which we first see Janie’s sexuality in resptmse particular
person then, proves highly significant. Almost immediately afterpear tree scene, the
narrative reads, “Through pollinated air she saw a glorious bemgng up the road. In
her former blindness she had known him as shiftless Johnny Tayl@andalean. That
was before the golden dust of pollen had beglamored his rags anegbe(ley). Here, it
is specifically Janie’s fantasy that dictates her liteision of Johnny Taylor. Where he
was once “shiftless,” her earlier experience with the pearrow transforms him into a
“glorious being” that walks through “pollinated air.” This immedidihguistic reference
to the earlier scene underscores through its reiteration, theema&n which Janie is
defining her sense of sexuality specifically through her laggudt is through Janie’s
own symbolically constructed fantasy that she and the readeviewl and understand
her sense of self.

We view Janie’s construction of identity more clearly and ovehigpugh the
specific discourses that she embraces and rejects. As oftenbyateaders, the sense of
a female community (and the divisions within it), play a large mlthin this text.
Barbara Christian, for example, claims about the novel, “Hurstas so clearly
concerned with the peculiar characteristics of the relationslvgeba the black woman
and her community that she rarely moved outsidé®it."The ways in which Janie
interacts with other women in this text, indeed prove importantly lrathe novel, in

response to the neighbors’ gossip, Janie tells Phoeby, “Ah don’t taelaother wid

287 Christian,Black Women Novelists In The Erotics of Talk: Women’s Writing and Feminisraligms
Carla Kaplan also emphasizes the importance ofdlationship and communication between Janie and
Phoeby.
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tellin’ ‘em nothin’, Phoeby. ‘Tain’t worth de trouble. You can teln what Ah say if
you wants to. Dat’s just de same as me ‘cause mah tonguenah friend’s mouf” (6).
Janie’s assertion that her tongue is in her friend’s mouth empédkzemportance of
her relationship with Phoeby in the narration of her story. Indkdaration, Janie
underscores the fact that her figurative voice can literallgtbéduted to and bound up
with Phoeby, demonstrating the importance and influence of female friendship.for her
In fact, gender identity and relationships prove to be important elsnrerie
construction of Janie’s identification as specifically an Afridganerican womai®® As
Paul Gilroy declares, “Gender is the modality in which racévied.?®® In Their Eyes
Were Watching Gqdve see the implications of this inextricable connection betwamn r
and gender in the construction of subjectivity through the history of Wé&kamie's
grandmother). In this particular story that Nanny recounts to ,Jsiné has just given
birth to a baby, fathered by her white slaveowner: “It wasatd of de evenin’ when
Mistis come walkin’ in mah door. She throwed de door wide open and stood dere lookin’
at me outa her eyes and face ... ‘Nigger, whut’ yo’ baby doin’ way gyes and yaller
hair? She begin tuh slap mah jaws ever which a’'way,” (16-17)s tabtile and violent
confrontation Nanny has with her female mistress contrasts ghuaigh the last
interaction she experiences with her male master: “[Hejmianmah cabin and made me
let down mah hair for de last time. He sorta wrapped his haiddgalled mah big toe,

lak he always done, and was gone after de rest lak lightnin’ @#@nificantly, Nanny’s

288 5ee Chapter Five for an in-depth discussion aAfrigan-American masculinity in particular.

29 paul Gilroy,The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Conscioessi(Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1993), 85.
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encounter with her mistress becomes the most physical contaseeyedespite the
obvious fact that her master has fathered her baby. Wheraisteess looks intently at
her out of her eyes and face, notices everything about the babiisds, and even slaps
Nanny, her master never appears to look closely at her nor thephdlsyher big toe
distractedly, and leaves quickly.

Thus, what we see here is the manner in which the parentage anty ident
Nanny’s child has been placed solely upon Nanny. Hortense Spalleh®sses this
particular displacement in her discussion of imposed matriar¢chadtiwes upon the
African-American community beginning in slavery: “Th[e] stunnireyersal of the
castration thematic, displacing the Name and the Law of ttheel;do the territory of the
Mother and Daughter, becomes an aspect of the African-Amerieanald’s

misnaming.?*°

In other words, forcing matriarchy upon the African-American
community allows a white patriarchal society to solidify gswer and dominance,
namely through tracing family lines through the African-Aic@n woman, or a figure
whose combined race and gender would render her inherently poweflessnaster’s
invisibility in the implications of the sexual act with Nanimen, (the baby will never be
acknowledged within his own family structure as his child), estasidis dominance
and Nanny’'s powerlessness. Because she possesses sole regpdasithie child, the

anger and jealousy of the mistress will be thoroughly displaced onto*hefhe

physicality between the two women in this scene and lack thereof between étahngr

20 gpillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” ed. Spal@lack, White, and in Colo258.

1 see Chapter Two for an in-depth discussion atimitomplicated relationship and struggles for power
between white female slave owners and black feslales.
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master then, emphasize this particular gendered dichotomy in thésbsteent of racial
power.

In Their Eyes Were Watching Gothe inclusion and revelation of culturally
discursive narratives such as these however, function as accountsHrcimJanie learns
and grows individually, rather than definitive codes that she must overtopustifying
her relationship with Tea Cake to Pheoby, Janie explains,

Ah done lived Grandma’s way, now Ah means tuh live mine ... She was borned

in slavery time when folks, dat is black folks, didn’t sit down angtdey felt lak

it. So sittin’ on porches lak de white madam looked lak uh mighgything tuh

her. Dat’s whut she wanted for me — don’t keer whut it cost ... SgoAlip on

de high stool lak she told me, but Phoeby, Ah done nearly languished tuh death up

dere. (198-109)

Here, Janie identifies and acknowledges the discursive codes Mhiage sher
grandmother’s resistance and sense of self in relation to thesn, atempting her
grandmother’'s method herself. However, Janie significantly devlkpswn resistance
to the historical oppression that follows her, by constructing her ndmidual reaction
that importantly does not simultaneously denigrate Nanny's cholegse is after all,
able to explain the reasoning behind Nanny’s desire to sit on poflekesle white
madam,” and will even go so far as to try it. This way mpdy just not for Janie in
particular, emphasized by the manner in which she repeats the manwbich she
specifically “nearly languished tuh death.” Through Janie’s eneosintith and highly

individualized responses to other women and the culturally discursikegtines that are
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constantly surrounding them, the text is able to expose and simultBnsohbsert the
overdeterminacy of those codes.

The specific discursive codes that Janie rejects then, proyeimportant in
terms of recognizing and understanding the text's potential galgtances. For all of
the questions surrounding its ability to resist racism and seximmovel consistently
critiques white patriarchy with a vengeance, most notably andtlpvérough a
condemnation of the structure’s economic system, thus calling attenti the
inextricable connection between race and class. As Stuart Hall argues,

Capital reproduces the class, including its internal contradicasna whole —

structured by race. It dominates the divided class, in paoigh those internal

divisions which have racism as one of its effects ... racismnasleplogical
configuration has been reconstituted by the dominant classorsatiand
thoroughly reworked. If it has performed the function of that cemedewogy
which secures a whole social formation under a dominant class, riisepé
differences from other such hegemonic ideologies require to beeregisin
detail. Here, racism is particularly powerful and its imprort popular
consciousness especially deep, because in such racial chstiast@as color,
ethnic origin, geographical position, etc., racism discovers what inkbelogies

have to construct: an apparently “natural” and universal basis in naturé®gtself

292 styart Hall, “Race, Articulation, and Societiesu8tured in Dominance Black British Cultural Studies
56.
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According to Hall, race and class are inextricably interddibbecause of the manner in
which their ideological structures function. For both instances,nthmtenance of
dominance occurs through naturalizing difference according to <Spepiwer
dichotomies.

The inherent invisibility and insidiousness of these seeminglyandablogical
divisions are demonstrated through the figure of Joe Starks’slas@nd husbarfd®
Joe becomes a symbol of patriarchal power, represented througphéistic ambition.
After Joe is elected mayor of Eatonville (an all African-&man town), he responds to
the townspeople’s urging that Janie make a speech with, “Thahk fyh yo’
compliments, but mah wife don’t know nothin’ ‘bout no speech-makin.” Ah never
married her for nothin’ lak dat. She’s uh woman and her plactedes home.” Janie’s
response proves significant: “Janie made her face laugh aftesrapause, but it wasn’t
too easy ... It must have been the way Joe spoke out without givingchanee to say
anything one way or another that took the bloom off of thin{g6-41). Thus, it is the
election of Joe to mayor that signals the subordination of Janide \Wbe clearly
possesses ambition when Janie first meets him, he significargler makes
proclamations about her subordinate role, until he has actually gaweedhayoral
position of power. It is the literal fulfilmenthen, of this position of power that
solidifies Joe’s embracing of the discursive narratives surrounding this role.

It is highly significantthen, that the text represents Joe’s transformation in

particular, through the use of symbols and codes. In showing the traasfor of Joe

23 The term “husband” both here and in the novelfiisenot used in the traditional sense, as Jasien
legally marries Jody, yet poses as and consideselidis wife.
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from one role (that of Janie’s love interest) to one that voicempny and the division
of gender roles, the text reveals the manner in which these posifigmver indeed
prove narrativized. Joe’s personality and outlook change, depending upoh whic
discursive role he assumes. Consequently, the undoing of Joe stendmafmemobbing
him specifically of symbolic power. When Janie finally respondsotisJbrowbeating
later in the novel, proclaiming, “Talkin’ ‘bouhelookin’ old! When you pull down yo’
britches, you look lak de change uh life,” the narrative readseriTJoe Starks realized
all the meanings and his vanity bled like a flood. Janie had robbed i iitision of
irresistible maleness that all men cherish, which wadbtetr{(75). Here, Janie shatters
the illusion of Joe’s symbol of power (his penis or a symbol ofntasculinity), by
vocally calling attention to it as an entity, thus ascribiogit a new meaning. In
describing and deriding Joe’s penis, Janie symbolically underntiaglusory authority
he wields through it.

The novel’'s own reliance upon the semiotic then, proves extrempbyrtamt in
its representation and critique of discursive power.Bloes, Ideology, and Afro-
American Literature Houston A. Baker, Jr. critiques the notion that “material” struggle
or the “living and laboring conditions of people,” can be reduced to‘démniotic,”
claiming that the conditions and lives of people “designated agléspéerate class’ ...
have always been sharply conditioned by an ‘economics of slavetijegsvorked the
agricultural rows, searing furnaces, rolling levees, bustling roundboasel piney-
woods logging camps of America. A sense of ‘production’ and ‘modes of girafuc

that foregrounds such Afro-American labor seems an appropriataptiat of the
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material.?®* In other words, Baker is troubled by the idea of potentially redusieial
inequality to ideological signifiers, as this equation potentiglbsses over and ignores
the all-too-real circumstances in which people must live.

The particular use of aesthetics in Hurston’s novel can inde@d tepose this
problem that Baker pinpoints. After all, the text's placemenitsoportrayal of white
capitalist patriarch§’” in an all-black town appears to ignore the key oppressive element:
the white capitalist patriarch. Consequently, the novel’s potemti@mjue of white power
structures can seem muddled. One can see a particulinyg edlample of this aesthetic
and political dilemma through the manner in which the narrativedies Joe’s
dominion over Janie and the town. Early in the novel, Janie’s grandmellisdrdr, “De
nigger woman is de mule uh de world so far as Ah can see” (This motif later
becomes significantly repeated first when Janie openly symzpatwith a sick mule that
Joe leads the townspeople in making fun of, and again when Joe organizesk
funeral for the mule when it dies: “Starks led off with @ajreulogy on our departed
citizen, our most distinguished citizen and the grief he left behimd &nd the people
loved the speech. It made him more solid than building the schoolhouse hadH#one.
stood on the distended belly of the mule for a platform and made eg5t(57). This
scene thus demonstrates symbolically the manner in which femtivefly stands upon
others (most notably and specifically Janie, whose particular commeéc the mule has

already been linguistically documented) to deliver and maintascudsive power.

29 Baker,Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literatuge,

29| am assuming specifically white patriarchy hejigen the fact that this was indeed the group iwero
Joe’s ascension to this particular kind of powenttrepresents the dominant status quo.
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Because this occurs symbolically rather than literally how&Vehe “real” or concrete
conditions of Janie can theoretically become lost. We see Joe figuratiaigitsl upon
the belly” of Janie, but in this particular scene, we do not viewddnso in a concrete
way, thereby potentially creating through language, a romaetialistance between the
reader and real oppression.

However, this scene actually intertwines linguistic signifiesvgh material
conditions to portray and emphasize the manner in which ideology cdssthaen.
It is in fact the use of symbolism here that brings thatieslof what Janie experiences
into sharp effect. If Janie has repeatedly been linguisticaked to the mule, then the
body of Janie (and simultaneously the body of all African-Aca@rwomen, as initially
stated by Nanny) is truly what stands out here when Joe stefdseamuie’s belly,
emphasized by the narrative’s repetition of the symbol. In t#ge,adhe repetition of the
mule as symbol serves to underscore continuously its meaning,yné@elay in which
the African-American female body is used as a means fdeghiriarchy to gain power.
Moreover, to include this particular symbol, as well as utilize(doeAfrican-American
male) as a symbol for white patriarchy, exposes the mannerhichwhese power
differentials are not naturally divided, but ideologically constiichell hooks describes

the psychological effect of white patriarchy upon African-Aicear males, claiming,

2% The literal is admittedly an odd term to use foroael, whose narrative construction inherently esai
representational. A more concrete representatfaloe’s power however, for example, might reside in
some specific instances of Joe taking physicatonemic advantage of Janie or the town. A fewheke
scenes do occur in the narrative, most notably wlwnslaps Janie and forces her to tie up andhsde
long hair, or when as owner and manager of the '®waneral store, he publicly refuses to give emoug
bread to a poor woman in the town. These scene® dater in the novel though, and tend to reinforce
what we already know about Joe. The mule funeztahs arguably represents the moment where the
complete solidification of Joe’s power becomes vapparent, emphasized through the manner in which
the town now recognizes him as “more solid.” Thghty symbolic construction of this moment then,
proves extremely significant.
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“The black male quest for recognition of his ‘manhood’ in Amerisaciety is rooted in
his internalization of the myth that simply by having been born ,nh@édyas an inherent
right to power and privilege?®” By configuring Joe as a symbol of white patriaféhy
then, the text offheir Eyes Were Watching Gagmonstrates its discursive nature. Its
mythic ideology creates and maintains power most forcefullgnwts specific referent (a
white male body) is absent. Here then, the use of literary symbolstsedled reveals the
symbolic nature of power.

Resistance in this text then, resides in the manner in whigé i3aable to reject
discursive systems that potentially define and categorize®ee. of the largest political
problems many critics and scholars have with this novel is tgamahich Janie’s path
of self-discovery appears to take place primarily through hatisakhips with different
men. Even when Janie finally finds a relationship with which shbajgpy in the
character of Tea Cake, resulting in new ways of viewinget&t’® she still achieves this
through Tea Cake, rather than self-initiated introspection. Thiseiped lack of
autonomy, and dependence upon men for her sense of identity, causesadany to be
uncomfortable with the novel. Hortense Spillers for example, ar{jlies,trouble, then,
with the relationship between Janie and Teacake is not its hetaedsambience, but a

curiously exaggerated submissiveness on Janie’s part thanoathar elements of the

27 hell hooks Ain’'t | a Woman: Black Women and Femini§Boston: South End Press, 1981), 100.

2% | am conflating whiteness with patriarchy herencsi this specific power structure is what
simultaneously dominates and drives Joe to attain.

299 One fairly unsubtle example occurs after Tea G complimented Janie extensively on her mouth,
eyes, and hair. After Tea Cake leaves, the naeragiads, “Janie hung over the newel post thinkmtpng
that she all but went to sleep there. Howevemige$he went to bed she took a good look at hetthmou
eyes, and hair,” (101). Tea Cake’s influence thigarally causes Janie to look at herself anew.
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heroine’s character contradict ... Hurston’s pursuit of an allegé&dpfalosophy in this
case — as in, all women enjoy an occasional violent outburst frommbkaibecause they
know then that they are loved — is an obscene i#8aSpillers then, critiques the
potentially contradictory and troubling idea that Janie finds individoetdtion and self-
worth only through submission.

Indeed, at first glance, some of the differences between &ka &nhd Joe can
appear fairly superficial, especially when viewing theomnira late twentieth-century or
twenty-first century feminist lens. What Spillers points ttén particular interpretation
of the novel is the physical abuse both Joe and Tea Cake exercistangnAfter Janie
finally stands up to and emasculates Joe in the store, the nareaiiig “Then Joe Starks
realized all the meanings and his vanity bled like a flood ... Andrthed deceit of Janie!
Making all that show of humbleness and scorning him all the tinaighing at him, and
now putting the town up to do the same. Joe Starks didn’'t know the wordk fiois,
but he knew the feeling. So he struck Janie with all his mightdemeke her from the
store” (75-76). This scene is juxtaposed quite clearly with a later one winégeadd Tea
Cake experience an altercation while they are working and liinthe Everglades
together, and Tea Cake becomes jealous of another perceived suitor:

Before the week was over he had whipped Janie. Not becaudselmnavior

justified his jealousy, but it relieved that awful fear inside.hiBeing able to

whip her reassured him in possession. No brutal beating at aljusHglapped

her around a bit to show he was boss. Everybody talked about it next ttiay

300 gpillers, “A Hateful Passion, A Lost Love,” ed.ifars, Black, White, and in Color05.
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fields. It aroused a sort of envy in both men and women. Theéegetted and

pampered her as if those two or three face slaps had nearty lkdtemade the

women see visions and the helpless way she hung on him made men dream

dreams. (140)

Thus, the narrative of the novel frames these two scenesidsdlgdifferent in nature.
Where Joe slaps Janie because he is worried about himself, and wilixabpear to the
town, Tea Cake justifies his whipping of Janie as a demonstratibis dbve for and
protection of her. According to the text then, Tea Cake’s physieatment of Janie
then, is definitely positive. He “pets and pampers” her, and aarsg/ amongst both
men and women over the strong love Janie and Tea Cake have for eachTbd#se two
scenes tend to be coded very differently though, for more recemirseadfter all, both
Tea Cake and Joe hit Janie, and Tea Cake’s whipping overtly deatesgiossession of
Janie, emphasized in the “helpless” way she “hangs” on him. Thasks and themes
present definite taboos and problems for many contemporary ré3ders.

Indeed, Tea Cake is importantly and significantly not perfectn eviehin the
world of the narrative. When Janie first runs away with him, Cake takes her money
without informing her to gamble with it, leaving her in a hotel roomalmost an entire
day. The torture she feels while waiting for him does not fasinitself in scorned
betrayal, but instead depression over a potentially lost love: “darmexd off to sleep but

she woke up in time to see the sun sending up spies ahead of imanki@ut the road

31| am by no means suggesting that we ignore or ssxthe elements of these scenes that make us
uncomfortable. The concerns here are importantvatid, especially in an era where domestic abuose i
particular is a problem that many lawmakers anderis within even mainstream culture are striving s
vigilantly to eradicate. | nevertheless do thinlsiimportant though, to recognize the manner fictv our
current discursive systems are driving the wayshith we read this novel.
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through the dark ... But it was always going to be dark to JanieaifCike didn’t soon
come back ... She dwindled down on the floor with her head in a rocking ¢ha)>%2
Thus, even though Janie obviously loves Tea Cake and the transgresgliiimately
forgiven through mutual communication (Janie tells Tea Cake howfegt® and he
promises never to do something similar again), it is highlgifsignt that we still see
potential danger warnings such as these in Tea Cake. The veatedtes the time to
show to us that Tea Cake possesses the same potential faldées agke Joe, he appears
to care deeply about money and dominance over women.

However, these connections between the two men in fact become egbtgedi
necessary for Janie as she constructs her own self-discovemy.viewing and
understanding both the subtle (and not so subtle) differences betweandJdea Cake
that prove meaningful for her, she creates her own individual narathe men in this
novel thus function as necessary narrative space through which Javés.mMany
critics and scholars make much of Janie’s movement through hecghgsvironments,
namely her migration from a farm with her first (and only tiegate) husband to
Eatonville with Joe, and then ultimately to the Everglades withQaa®*® While not
discussing Their Eyes Were Watching Godpecifically, Farah Jasmine Griffin
characterizes a typical African-American migration narrativeobews:

The narrative is marked by four pivotal events: (1) an event that propeistitie

northward, (2) a detailed representation of the initial confrontatitimthe urban

%92 During their stint in the Everglades, Tea Cak® alsmes dangerously close to having an affair with
another girl.

303 There are many Hurston studies for example, devaieHurston’s relationship to the folk, and the
political and cultural significance of regions fogr characters.
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landscape, (3) an illustration of the migrant’s attempt to negdtatéandscape
and his or her resistance to the negative effects of urbanizatio()aadision of
the possibilities or limitations of the Northern, Western, or Miderescity and
the Southt?*
For Griffin then, the characterization of an African-Amarianigration narrative relies
upon the characters’ negotiations with landscapes that represantiglyt@ostile and/or
friendly sociopolitical discourses.

The current focus on Janie’s migration through the rural Southeir EyesVere
Watching Godand what this politically signifies for the African-Amearccommunity is
no doubt important and valid, but it is also crucial to recognize andieggimeyond
ways that are purely dismissive or critical) the significaé that other characters play
in Janie’s journey. In this novel, an equally important migrationeJandergoes is her
negotiation between different relationships with other people. Hmarttons with male
characters become so prevaféhwithin the textual narrative because they represent
varying forms of discursive power through which Janie must navigaaesequently, the
initial similarities between Joe and Tea Cake exist aganmfor Janie to confront and
learn from them. When Janie first sees Joe after doing housewife choeeswatried to
Logan, the narrative reads, “It was a citified, stylish sikdsman with his hat set at an
angle that didn’t belong in these parts ... The shirt with the silkvslelders was

dazzling enough for the world. He whistled, mopped his face and wakleetd knew

304 Farah Jasmine Griffii'Who Set you Flowin;?”; The African-American Migiah Narrative (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 3.

305 \We must of course also remember that, as notdigreakanie rejects and embraces different disearsi
ideas through her relationships with other femélaracters as well.
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where he was going ... Where would such a man be coming from and wasrke
going?” (26). Janie first meets Tea Cake in a similar maatnre general store when he
asks her to play checkers with him: “Somebody wanted her to agnebody thought it
natural for her to play ... She looked him over and got little ghfitbm every one of his
good points. Those full, lazy eyes with the lashes curling shanpby like drawn
scimitars. The lean, over-padded shoulders and narrow waist” (91482, both men
initiate important narrative movements for Janie, in that they lamhesent something
new and dazzlingly tantalizing for her. Joe represents tleircihis clothes and his
ability to take her out of the rural landscape, and Tea Cake rafgeseedom by
encouraging her to play checkers, and assert her autonomous individGadityficantly,
of course, both men actually take Janie to a new physical sptue the narrative as
well (Joe to Eatonville, and Tea Cake to the Everglades).

The crucial difference between the two men then, proves to lveatrein which
Janie finds and preserves her sense of self through them. It is highly aigrtifiat Janie
is able to shoot and kill Tea Cake after he is bitten by a ralgcdd threatens her with a
gun. In this scene, the narrative states,

The pistol snapped once. Instinctively Janie’s hand flew behind her aifléhe

and brought it around ... If only the doctor would come! If anybod{l atculd

comel! ... The pistol and the rifle rang out almost together ... Td&@ Crumpled

as his bullet buried itself in the joist over Janie’s head. Fawethe look on his

face and leaped forward as he crashed forward in her arms. &h&ymg to

cover him as he closed his teeth in the flesh of her forearney ddme down
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heavily like that. Janie struggled to a sitting position and priedddael Tea

Cake’s teeth from her arm. (174-175)
Thus, despite Janie’s obvious enduring love for Tea Cake, evident thtaugranner in
which she attempts to catch him as he falls, her own self-petger ultimately and
significantly wins out. She is able to shoot him, and “pry” his t&etin her arm in order
to save her own life. Tea Cake in the most literal sense, caantbl her life. This
contrasts sharply with Janie’s relationship with Joe, a man whordog®enot love, and
proves to be incredibly domineering, but she does not°RiMale characters in this text
then, function not as dictators of Janie’s identity, but as catdtyster growing sense of
self-knowledge, as she moves through them. Given that Janie exastsarid ruled by
men, to be able to use and learn from them without relying uponftiigrproves highly
subversive indeed. Janie thus resists any defined discourse by constructing her own.

Consequently, Janie’s refusal to participate vocally in the courtememe where
she is on trial for shooting Tea Cake, reflects not so muchkaofaself-assertion as it
does a refusal to participate in the discourse surrounding her.adthindt the text does
not allow us to view Janie’s direct testimony, tends to confunsk dasturb readers,
especially given the fact that Janie’s voice has played awtiong presence throughout
the novel up until this point. In her introduction to the 1990 Harper Peresditain of
Their Eyes Were Watching GodMary Helen Washington cites Robert Stepto’s

discomfort with Janie’s lack of vocal presence in the novel's fancoustroom scene

3% This assertion may seem a bit simplistic, givamiela verbal emasculation of Joe that appearsa e
his death within the narrative. However, it isrsfigant that Janie can kill Tea Cake (the man wisira
loves) in a much more visceral and overt way tortaén her own self.
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claiming, “Although, like Stepto, | too am uncomfortable with theealbs of Janie’s
voice in the courtoom scene, | think that silence reflects Hurstbst®mfort with the
model of the male hero who asserts himself through his powerfoé 87 Although
Washington interprets Janie’s silence in a different manner thepto$ she still
importantly makes known her “discomfort” with the scene’s politicaplications in
representing African-American female identity. Additionallgri@ Kaplan points out,
“Janie’s politics of voice can seem downright reactionary. Whkdveth Nanny and the
community view voice as a mode of negotiating into and within the psibiere, Janie’s
view of voice seems private and personal, even privatistic. §hout the novel she
consistently chooses not to fight back with her voite.Dne particularly significant
passage in the courtroom scene provides an example of this potémgaliyionary”
usage of Janie’s voice: “She tried to make them see how tetribées that things were
fixed so that Tea Cake couldn’t come back to himself until he haddgot that mad dog
that was in him and he couldn’t get rid of the dog and live ... But stie'thaanted to
kill him ... She didn’t plead to anybody. She just sat there and tmldvoen she was
through she hushed,” (178). Thus, if we read the courtroom scene @sridve of the
novel, the lack of Janie’s particular voice in this testimony nitefy proves
disappointing. The third-person narration used to sum up Janie’s tegtones not
allow us to see her defend herself, consequently theoreticallymimileyg the strength of

both her literal and figurative voice.

397 Washington, “Foreword,” xii.

308 Kaplan,The Erotics of Talk111.
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Yet, what occurs in this scene is the text's refusal to incladée’s voice within
the legal discourse surrounding her, even though she has a good enengle tie win
(and she does). This discourse is not part of Janie’s world, and hérrefusal to
engage in it, enacts an overtly emphatic form of resistances didgourse literally does
not belong to Janie. We have to read it (if we must) without her.a Aesult, Janie’s
silence in the courtoom scene is actually completely consistémthe strength of her
voice (as well as that of the African-American female camity) throughout the text.
As we rely upon Janie’s voice and perspective to see and heatrohgrthe courtoom
scene (whose language and narrative belong completely within tite patriarchal
realm) represents a discourse from which Janie is excluded, legewrules and
parameters, she is paradoxically held subject to.

Janie’s lack of voice thus represents her refusal to participétan this
discourse. As Carla Kaplan claims, in her definition of whatdg®ns the “erotics of
talk,” “Electing classics on the basis of their politics ofceoobscures the presence of a
competing topos in women’s literature ... This topos [the eroticdldfisathe search not
for a voice, but for a listener capable of hearing that voice ambmeing appropriately
to it.”3° Thus, in this particular scene, there is no need for the textuatinarto include
Janie’s direct voice, because no one within the courtroom truly daddssit, or is
willing to listen to it. Within the discursive space of trmudroom (which of course
mainly reflects white patriarchy), Janie is not speakindHercorrect listener. Similarly,

it is not necessary for the text to rehash Janie’s reasokdlifoy Tea Cake to the reader

309 Kaplan,The Erotics of Talk15.
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in her own voice, because we already know them, and have indeeaty alreaed them
in this particular manner. Consequently, whether or not Janie is fonodent or guilty
according to legal discourse is really besides the point keenphasized through the
rather anticlimactic description of the scene and vertficiVhat does become important
is what Janie knows and learns about herself. Thus, if we read the courtroenastee
culmination of Janie’s self-discovery in this novel, we are raallysing the point, and
potentially falling into a discursive trap of our own; namely ttheg legal discourse
represented in this scene possesses the fundamental power to shagenseurof
happiness, and the manner in which we view ourselves. The text doeendaafé as a
universal representative of any “type” of group, but as just oneylartexample of an
African-American female character finding her own unique identity.

It is very fitting then, that the novel ends with Janie’s irgeasive thoughts. As
we read the final lines,

Of course [Tea Cake] wasn’t dead. He could never be deadheatherself had

finished feeling and thinking. The kiss of his memory made pistoféove and

light against the wall. Here was peace. She pulled in hezdmotike a great

fish-net. Pulled it from around the waist of the world and drapeder her

319 After the jury announces the verdict, the naretieads as follows: “So she was free and the jatge
everybody up there smiled with her and shook hadhaAnd the white women cried and stood around her
and like a protecting wall and the Negroes, witadseehung down, shuffled out and away. The sun was
almost down and Janie had seen the sun rise omdutled love and then she had shot Tea Cake ahd ha
been in jail and had been tried for her life and/rstie was free. Nothing to do with the little thaats left

of the day but to visit the kind white friends whad realized her feelings and thank them. Souheaxgnt
down” (179). The lack of exclamation points useddpresent Janie’s victory, the primary descriptid
others’ reactions to the verdict, and the finaltseoe “So the sun went down” (intimating that tisigust
another ordinary day) all promote the anticlimaétiel of this verdict.
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shoulder. So much of life in its meshes! She called in her s@wante and see.
(183-184)

It is actually here that we view the culmination of Janielé-discovery. She has truly
constructed her own sense of self and what life means to her, emphasized thrdagh the
that she speaks to no one in this scene but her own “soul.” Even theagbake has
died, she will continue living and relying on herself. The nowdtisnate resistance then

lies in Janie’s carving out an individual visible narrative and identity.
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