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ABSTRACT

The study focuses on a number of African Americamen’s literary texts that
employ the figure of the black mother and the mattiihfanticide to engage in critical
statements about system arrangements, repressieticps, and theory designs with
direct effect upon black people’s choices for oigag their lives and existence. Such
critical statements are inevitalpyplitical and their construction is offered in a most
provocative and startling way given the choice atennal infanticide to make the claims.

Angelina Weld Grimke’s “The Closing Door” (1919)eGrgia Douglas Johnson’s
Safe(c.1929), Shirley Grahamlgs Morning (c. 1938-1940), and Toni Morrison’s
Beloved(1987) are texts that explicate the working ofploétical through an expression
of controversial black maternal politics that deisia renegotiation of the basis for
communitarian unity. In these texts, black mothewsder their children in often utterly
grotesque and spectacular ways to claim brazeahthiey provide safety for their
children from slavery and lynching. Safety is tlme @hing missing in their lives and the
one thing that mothers secure for their childreméfnition. Through the act of
infanticide and its subsequent interpretations sthrifier safetyis quickly thrust into a
field of discursivity where competing notions asuoat lends meaning to “safety” exist:
“safety” as death and violence, as dismembered hudy, as grotesque maternal
mastery, as mother-child oneness or as sound tbak$the back of words. Thus, the

signifier safetyreaches the status of what political theorist Eimé&aclau calls

viii



in Emancipation(sjhe “signifier of empty communitarian fullness3| It will
arrest meaning only after a particular articulatdisafety brings the promise of
communitarian wholeness.

Put in the time of their publication, Grimke’s “Tik#osing Door” (1919),
Johnson’sSafe(c. 1229), Graham’i’s Morning (c. 1938-1940) and Morrison’s
Beloved(1987) serve also as responses to the emergirgril&enaissance art
theories of the 1920s and 30s and the birth ofcAfriAmerican vernacular theories in
the late 1970s and 1980s where each, from the g@&rep of its days and goals,
aimed to position African American literatusafely with the necessary dose of
comfort, on the American literary and cultural map.

The novelty of this project lies first in the faot putting Angelina Weld
Grimke’s “The Closing Door,” Georgia Douglas JohmsoSafe Shirley Graham'’s
It's Morning, and Toni Morrison’Belovedtogether for critical examination. To my
knowledge, no such study that links infanticidakerature authored by African
American women writers exists. Second, it is ai@itexploration of the political
role of the literary figure of the black motherghaping community consensus along
intracommunal (black) lines and a glimpse of tHatien between African American
women’s texts and theories designed to promotecafriAmerican literary features.
Third, | hope that the study will serve as an illnation of Ernesto Laclau’s political
theory on hegemony and emancipation, and will doute to the field of feminism,

African American studies, American literature, gouditical studies.



PREFACE

This project began several years ago while | veaspteting my course
requirement work and was preparing for the upcorommgprehensive exams for my
doctoral degree. The course that | enrolled in @a%ad girls” in literature. The course
was not exclusively restricted to the context of particular national or ethnic literature,
a feature that definitely appealed to me, evenghdar the most part the American
geographic and political context remained prevalenthe selection of the majority of
the literary texts. Intrigued by the label “badigiirand the connotations of deviant,
disruptive, and often scandalous behavior that suelbel inevitably invites, | found
myself to be interested in a particular disturbioigm of female behavior described in
literature as maternal infanticide. The texts ofigides’sMedeaand Toni Morrison’s
Belovedconstituted my first emotional encounter with #h@ent and problematic
narrative, a fact, no doubt, which was true fonsmny generations of readers and groups
of people throughout the course of human histohe motif of maternal infanticide
seemed to have a long history in literature. But loften did it appear in various
literatures and to what purpose?

As | was conducting my preliminary research onubke of maternal infanticide in
literature, | came to realize that throughout tbetaries, a considerable body of literature
grew that tackled the problem from different angleish diverse historic and cultural
contexts with a definitive say on the productionrgénticide literature. There were old

Greek, French, British, German, and other Europeasions of this type of literature.



| have described this literary historic developmiamefly in Chapter One.

As we were advancing in our class toward Morrisdmgghly-acclaimed novel
Beloved my preliminary research on the history of matemm@nticide literature seemed
to pay off in an interesting and unexpected wajrdady knew that along with the strong
European tradition of creating, (re)writing, angbamrding the corpus of infanticide
literature for all sorts of cultural, nationalistfeminist, or other social interests, there
existed a distinct American, or to be more pre@seAfrican American kind of maternal
infanticide literature that clearly deserved a gdedl of scholarly attention.

Angelina Weld Grimke’s short story “The Closing Db@919), Georgia
Douglas Johnson’s one-act draBefe(c.1929), and Shirley Graham’s one-act dratisa
Morning (1940) provided a curious moment of content sintydo Toni Morrison’s
famous noveBeloved(1987). The four texts shared the motif of matemfanticide and
seemed to compete in developing their full potémdizonvey an important message to
their audiences.

Although belonging to different historical and téey periods, the four texts
clearly were pointing to a trend in African Amemchterature, explored and shaped by
different generations of black women writers. Wkiad of connection could the use of
infanticide provide between the texts of the NevgideRenaissance era, with Grimke,
Johnson, and Graham as major female representativéshe most-celebrated
contemporary African American woman writer, Mornsevho by virtue of her art,
literary and intellectual prominence, stood so hagve the rest? Clearly, by choice of
topic — maternal infanticide — Morrison had posigd herself intricately close to her

three literary predecessors. Establishing a reddemannection between these four
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authors and their texts seemed an important tattkegbroject that | wished to pursue. A
common story of maternal infanticide was one thimg, maternal infanticide as a
narrative device to make a point about slavery l{@nmaand Morrison) or lynching
(Grimke and Johnson) seemed a different affaiigaliver, along with the fact of the
women writers’ involvement in the New Negro movemnerthe first decades of the
twentieth century or in the process of institutioration of African American literature
in the late 1970s and 1980s.

My further investigation into the matter of matdrimdanticide in African
American literature by women showed that no critamamnection has been established
between Grimke’s, Graham’s, and Johnson’s textshemne hand, and Morrison’s
novel on the other. This was a good sign as wetadirst step in terms of claiming a
significant scholarly contribution provided by mgopect. The paradox was that next to
the less known and little explored infanticider#iire of Grimke, Johnson, and Graham
stood the enormous body of literary criticismBelovedand the celebrity figure of Toni
Morrison. No matter how overwhelmingly large thduroe of scholarship on Morrison
andBelovedwas, | was not able to find an analytic connecbetween Morrison,
Grimke, Johnson, and Graham based on the use efmahinfanticide. Establishing such
a connection became a question of primary concennet

| was initially captivated by the spectacular a$ppd the acts of infanticide
depicted in the four texts. Detailed and gruesossedptions of how the mothers
murdered their children and what the witnessebedd horrible events saw were
abundant in the texts. The obviously spectaculafity highly-disturbing and violent

event such as infanticide and its meticulous depicdeemed to be an imminent and
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compulsory task for the black women writers to aeplish. Somehow, the level of this
spectacularity seemed to rival the one that theullcritics of lynching were describing
and analyzing in their studies. The idea of lookangnaternal infanticide as an imagined
social spectacle came precisely under the influefteese cultural critics, who
methodically and convincingly made an argumentyioching as a social spectacle.
Maternal infanticide provoked by the harsh condsiof slavery and the trauma of
lynching, as Grimke, Johnson, Graham and Morrisonla/suggest, could not be far
from conceptualizing the horrific event of infantie as a form of imagined social
spectacle either. Under this scenario, Bakhtinlaadvork on carnival appeared a good
match for my critical investigation. The Bakhtiniearnivalesque would provide the
point that infanticide in African American literaguwas a major tool of resistance that
disrupted the foundations or the conditions of ity — slavery and lynching — that
provoked the maternal rage in the first place.

Later on, as | was rereading “The Closing Do&afe It's Morning, andBeloved
| came to the realization that in addition to thbeacle of infanticide, which by virtue of
being a spectacle drew immediate attention tofifsst, perhaps even overpowering the
importance of other elements, | noticed that thianticidal mothers in the four texts were
repeatedly making the same claim to explain thisievise unacceptable actions. In
killing their children, they were claiming that thevere providing them with safety. This,
to me, was not just a coincidence or a chancy effecerated by the tension of the
narratives, but a significant marker for a politiceervention by challenging the
dominant discursive formations on motherhood, foeeddemocracy and human rights.

Safety, in other words, was assuming the rolesifuctural and political signifier
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exploited by the black female authors for the pagsoof the African American literary
project.

Ernesto Laclau’s theory on hegemony and emanoipagemed the right fit for
the discussion agafetyas a political and structural signifier. Furthersahe idea of the
political came not just from the content of eatéréiry text, but also from the cultural
and literary context of the time when each litert@xt was created. My major questions
for investigation were formulated as follows: Howl the various competing notions of
safetyshape the African American communities in the fiexts? What was the path of
building unity in order to (re)build the notions sthble black communities? How was the
infanticidal mother granted political subjectivignd what was her role in the forming of
the new communal consensus? Were Grimke, Johnsahat@, and Morrison also
playing on the notion of safety to extend their coents to the leading literary ideologies
and theories of their day?

Laclau’s theory on hegemony and emancipation gt@ealuable tool for critical
investigation on a number of levels. It is a theequipped to demonstrate the political
and social making of communities. It privileges aedisters the moments of radical
movement and change within communal structuresdsdét becomes a sufficient lens,
even if seemingly neutral and objective, for théaal examination of the reigning black
theories of the early and late twentieth centurpetcomes possible to highlight the highs
and lows of the leading black theories in the mglahthe signifieisafetyfor the
political use of African American literature and gocial situatedness. Last but not least,
Laclau’s theory on hegemony and emancipation sagisfy interest and curiosity as a

scholar who appreciates the value of theoretiadbtm reading literature.
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Chapter One of this study serves as an introduatitanthe subject matter and
lays out the major theoretical terms and premisiéigzad to read infanticide literature by
African American women writers.

Chapter Two traces the creation of the black infadl mother figure in African
American literature, credited to Angelina Weld Gkenand focuses exclusively on her
short story “The Closing Door” as a text that inces the question of infanticide point-
blank into the public space. The short story is @semplary of Grimke’s political
activism and intention to be in service to blacknoounal interests as well.

Chapter Three focuses on the dramaturgical remddfonfanticide in Graham’s
and Johnson’s one-act plays Morning andSafeas well as the creation of political
subjects in protest drama by women. The chaptereadplores the benefits and
drawbacks of the usage of the trope of infantieidd its connection to safety for the
development of Graham’s and Johnson’s literarytfmws and cultural politics.

Chapter Four is an attempt to portray Morrisorteréiry agenda and cultural
politics in service to African American literatuaed African American literary criticism.
The chapter highlights her presence as an educatmwned intellectual, and literary
scholar which undoubtedly helped her create amtisbody of nonfiction in favor of the
African American literary project and its growthdacontinuity in an institutionalized
environment. The chapter provides a valuable lnthe application of Morrison’s
cultural politics and its moderate but significambdifications regarding the signifier

safetyin her nonfiction and in its introduction Beloved
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Chapter Five offers a reading of Toni Morrison'velBelovedas the most
comprehensive and insightful take on the politmaler of infanticide and its connection
to the empty signifiesafetyfollowed by its connection to Gates’s theory afrsfication.
Morrison’sBelovedis the clearest illustration of the emancipatarg aegemonic
potential of the empty signifierafetyand its capacity to mobilize communitarian unity.

Chapter Six provides the conclusion to the rolefamdtion of the empty signifier

safetyin African American women’s writing and literaryeory.
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION: HEGEMONY, POLITICS, EMPTY SIGNIFIER&ND AFRICAN
AMERICAN WOMEN WRITING INFANTICIDE

This study is an attempt to apply Ernesto Lacl#éuéeory of hegemony and
emancipation to a number of African American litgreexts authored by women
between 1919 and 1940, and in the late 1980s. Tesen writers, as their intention
indicates, employ the trope of maternal infantidilleondemn the institution of slavery
in the nineteenth century and the practice of lymglduring the Jim Crow era as
oppressive and non-acceptable social arrangemeatsly responsible for denigrating
and racist attitudes as well as systematic vialatiof basic human rights. In short, these
African American women writers were involved in {ir@duction of literary texts with
social programmatic value to help shape blackipslaf civic emancipation and cultural
independence. To bring stark accusations agaiash#titution of slavery and the
practice of lynching, the black women writers, dneir male colleagues, had to “make
an instrumental demand on [their] literary practidel), as Kenneth Warren’s most
recent study on African American literature sugge$dne such instrumental demand,
acknowledged and developed by the group of Afrigarerican women writers featured
in this study, was to imagine and create spectaotens of resistance such as
infanticide on the pages of their diverse textse Wmiters’ artistic choices enabled the
least expected characters in their works, the htasthers, to perform the most shocking

acts of infant execution — well-plotted schemes #ullitionally escalated the nature of



of the conflict, its spectacularity, and the adexyuaf the imposed instrumental demands
to shape black political strategies of empowering gesistance.

Angelina Weld Grimke’s short story “The Closing Db@919), Georgia
Douglas Johnson’s and Shirley Graham’s one-aceptraramasafe(c. 1930) andt’'s
Morning” (1940) represent the New Negro Renaissance boldtaers of infanticide
and the political meaning attached to this act.iMorrison’s Beloved(1987) is the most
current rendition of infanticide and the most elabe meditation on the capacity of this
violent act and its perpetrator, the infanticidiadik mother, to generate political response
in the ranks of the black community members. Adistleese texts represent substantial
parts of the body of infanticide literature crealbgdAfrican American writers through the
years and are directly marked by racial and culewaflicts with white America.

But it is not the state between black oppressiahvamte supremacism fueled by
the institution of slavery and the culture of lymanthat interests me the most in the
study of black infanticide literature. Although iontant and certainly impossible to omit
entirely, it is limited to a well-studied dichotonoy race relations and distribution of
power. Certainly the depiction of infanticide iteliature serves as an expression of acute
protest against the structural legal principlelat’ery — children follow the condition of
the mother — and its devastating effects on kiati@hs, or against the most exploited
demands imposed by the culture of lynching to détbe honor of white women from
black sexual predators, to avenge the assault e wien’s property, and to address
murder crimes by means of morbidly spectacularmraicly administered vigilante

justice.



The peculiar fact about the form of protest — nreieinfanticide — created by the
four black female writers and examined on thesepagthat it excludes a direct
confrontation with white enablers and practitiongirslavery and lynching in favor of an
introverted or self-afflicted maternal destructmirchildren’s lives. The drama involving
both the perpetrator of violence and the recipoérihat violence, unfolds primarily in the
ranks of the black community. It circulates styatlithin the racially designated domain
of the unprivileged Other and is easily dismissedmact of savagery by the dominant
white group or is defined as an undesirable adchbymembers of the black communities.

The second fact that defines the instance of Afridenerican infanticide in
fiction by women is that it is, more often than ,;mimmitted by the black mother. This is
certainly the case with the four texts selectedtiar study. The racialized and
genderized nature of the event emanates in theefigiuthe infanticidal mother with due
debates about the adequacy of the ruling sociattstre of each historical period and the
non-traditional maternal political response to straictural pressure upon the
unprivileged black segment of the population. Thifgnticide in African American
fiction by women becomes a weapon for identity emidural politics. It is the function
and capacity of this self-inflicted, gendered aacial violence that shapes the political
within intracommunal (African American) lines thaterests me the most.

Maternal infanticide shows a remarkable potentalrganize black communal
space and subjectivity to pursue social unity,igastand communal integrity. While the
act itself is rejected as a viable model for comitawian unity, it foregrounds the debate
for the necessity and expression of such collectiigy. On a different level, the

depiction of maternal infanticide is also conceiascda distinguishable female writing



strategy for acquiring professional influence antitigal input into the African

American cultural and literary politics. As suchetfour texts stand in direct relation to
the leading literary and theoretical ideologieshaf early twentieth century driven by
W.E.B. Du Bois and Alain Locke as the most promtrtemkers of that time, and the late
twentieth century leading theorists with some sfitajor representatives, Henry Louis
Gates, Jr. and Houston Baker. From this perspec¢heefour infanticide texts by black
women seek for ways to intervene in the debatdssthactured the theoretical and
intellectual visions for a distinguishable and V&aAfrican American literature.

To examine the trope of infanticide for its polgticzalue in shaping
communitarian unity and the role of the black mofioe the formation of political
subjectivity, | intend to read Angelina Weld Gring&kéThe Closing Door,” Shirley
Graham’dlt's Morning, Georgia Douglas Johnsor8sfe and Toni Morrison’8eloved
through the lens of Ernesto Laclau’s theory of Imegey and emancipation and his
concept of the empty signifier. Before advancing specifics of my analysis, | would
like to introduce the operative concepts and céptemises of Laclau’s theory that
underlie my observations on infanticide in AfricdAmerican literature as well as the
women writers’ literary and political situatedn@sshe cultural movement of the New
Negro Renaissance between 1920s and 1940s arftetiretico-institutional direction of
African American literature in the 1980s.

Central to Laclau’s theory of hegemony and ematticipas the concept of the
empty signifier. Laclau develops this concept is later work on hegemony, more
specifically inEmancipation(s)to build on the famous studyegemony and Socialist

Strategyauthored in collaboration with Chantal Mouffe, wiéhe authors’ theoretical



explication of hegemony first appeatdsn Emancipation(s)Laclau argues that empty
signifiers are at the very heart of every hegemoperation. It is because of them that
politics becomes possible, solutions appear viaid,the social tends to exhibit various
patterns of organization presented as always algdmetter than previous such attempts.
Laclau approaches the concept of empty signifiér e definition that on the
surface appears simple and logical, but upon clesamination, spotlights a serious
linguistic paradox. An empty signifier would be doymation of sounds that is deprived
of its signifying function or remains detached framsignified. The problem with this
definition is that if the formation of sounds lostsscapacity to signify, then the whole
concept of “signifier” becomes unnecessary or esiges Thus, Laclau argues, the only
possibility for the signifier to sever the conneatto its signified, but retain its signifying
function by attaching itself to a new signified pig subverting the nature of the sign by
which something internal to signification as sughdvealed. Laclau’s full definition for
an empty signifier reads:
An empty signifier can, consequently, only emefdggere is a structural
impossibility in signification as such, and onlythis impossibility can signify
itself as an interruption (subversion, distortietcetera) of the structure of the
sign. That is, the limits of signification can ordgnounce themselves as the
impossibility of realizing what is within those lita — if the limits could be
signified in a direct way, they would be internalsignification and, ergo, would
not be limits at all. Emancipation(sB7)
The definition of empty signifier achieves seveahahgs in advancing the concept as an

operable unit in the theory of hegemony and ematicip. There is a dimension of



hegemony that is primarily linguistic in naturettbpeaks the social and political
demands of various groups of people within coustmations, ethnic and religious
boundaries or within supranational, internatioaald global divisions of human
existence. This dimension is closely related tofigsld of literature, of course.

First, Laclau distinguishes empty from equivocghsfier, insisting that with an
equivocal signifier, the function of significatiamrealized in each context. A second
distinction that Lacalu makes is between emptyamnbiguous or floating signifier. The
floating is produced by an overdetermination ouaderdetrmination of signifieds that
prevents the fully fixed meaning of the signifyiagit. As the above quoted definition
shows, Laclau relies on the poststructuralist psenthat since the limits of a signifying
system cannot be signified, they will have to shibamselves as the interruption or the
breakdown of the signifying proce$sThis results in a paradoxical situation, well
defined by Derrida, where the condition of posg#ibf a signifying system — its limits —
is also the condition for impossibility for the exsion of the signifying process. The
limits, however, cannot be neutral but must beacalpct of an exclusion against which all
other elements in the system are opposed. In atbets, the exclusion that becomes the
constitutive outside of the system is always iraatagonistic relation to the elements in
the system.

The exclusionary limit has a number of effectg tieéate directly to the social
production of empty signifiers. The first effectcarding to Laclau, introduces
ambivalence within the elements in the systemrdleoto function as a system, the
elements that construct it as such need to beréiftérom one another. It is difference

that gives the elements representative value isyhtem, that maintains their identity



and allows for concrete meaning to take place.tBaiexclusionary limit poses a
different demand to the differential elements witthe system; it negates them and thus
serves as a basis for introducing the logic of tyummong differences. This leads to the
moment of acceptance, in Laclau’s words, that itleatity of each element is
constitutively split” (38). The elements, on theedrand, express themselves as
differences, and on the other hand, they cancel ¢pression of difference by entering
into a relation of equivalence among themselvespfmose their constitutive outside. This
is an advanced poststructuralist logic at work teatls Laclau to the conclusion that
when radical exclusion is at work, it is resporssitar the interruption of differential

logic and thus what is excluded from the systethesprinciple of positivity or pure
being. We arrive at a possibility for an empty #ign to emerge as “a signifier of pure
cancellation of all difference’H§mancipation(sB8).

The second effect of the exclusionary limit isttwaat is beyond its boundary
remains reduced to pure negativity. What is locéieybnd the boundary functions as a
signifier of pure threat or pure negativity. Butarder for certain signifiers to be
excluded in this radically threatening and menacalg, the various excluded entities
have to cancel their differences through an eqant&l chain so that it becomes what the
system identifies as an existential threat in otdesignify itself. Again, Laclau
concludes, one witnesses the transformation oémdiffces that collapse into equivalential
chains which is the very condition for the preseoiceperable empty signifiers.

The third effect of the logic of exclusionary ltsihas to do with the fact that
there is no direct way to signify the limits of sification, a process of subversion of

signification itself needs to take place. Laclasiogsates the moment of signifying the



limits of signification with the Lacanian real — enpossible object to signify since it is
related to some originary lack. It demonstratepresence as an absence, in which case
it represents itself not just as one more diffeesingt as something that stands for the
whole system — something that represents “the Ipeireg of the system,” to borrow
Laclau’s phrase. Thus, Laclau concludes, the ogicéd ground of such signification by
the “undecidable locus” of each unit of significatiis determined by the rival logics of
difference and equivalence. “It is only by privileg the dimension of equivalence,”
Laclau writes, “that its differential nature is ast entirely obliterated — that is emptying
of its differential nature — that the system camgy itself as a totality” Emancipation(s)
39).

In order for the logic of equivalence to work witta system marked exclusively
by the logic of difference, there must be a beyttrad is not just one more difference
within the system but a difference that remaingmdl! to the system. It must be always
necessarily articulated as an external differehaéthreatens the very foundation and
systematicity of the system. It is the enemy ow@tsitht, as long as it is kept (illusively)
outdoors, will guarantee the presence of the sysieihis known while, much to the
disadvantage of the system, it will also perfornthresagent of the system’s subversion.
As poststructuralists have famously describedambiguity, the very conditions of
possibility of something become the conditionsifeimpossibility. This is the
deconstructive move in Laclau’s theory that he idies along with Chantal Mouffe in
Hegemony and Socialist Strategyantagonism

Thus, antagonisms are responsible for markingithi¢s| of the system as well as

the specific contexts that give forms to the systéhey highlight the moments of



contingency which allow for the structuration otieglential chains. They also
announce the cast of characters involved in aniagomelations. All the differences and
the combinations of their relationships that mdleedystem as system, respond to the
external antagonistic force that is by nature cagnt, by forming alliances against this
contingent threat. It is the externality of thiffelience — or the constitutive outside as we
know it — which mobilizes the positive content ath difference that serves as the
moment of equivalence in the chain.

The presence of the equivalential content thresties identity of the differences
in the system. The difference can no longer mairttaeir pure differential value within
the system and thus signal their split charactey tare both differences and non-
differences, constructive and disruptive elementkiwthe system. They can never
achieve their pure identity status but will aspoét only through processes of
identification.

For Laclau, it is the equivalential logic that reakhe introduction tthe category
of the universal that marks its intricate link talipcs. Politics cannot exist without the
dimension of the universal. In order for the unsaito return in a meaningful way after
the postmodern and multicultural critique addregsipecifically its Enlightenment
version, it needs to undergo a decisive poststraltsti treatment, including parts of
Lacanian poststructuralism, too, to be able teotfthe construction and lure of powerful
political alliances and their goals. The univeffsaiction makes such alliances possible.

The dimension of universality, according to La¢lsujust an empty place
unifying a set of equivalential demand&nfancipation(spb6). The new position in the

universality debate that Laclau brings in relatiomprevious interpretation of universality



is the association of the universal with an empége. This allows for a new connection
between the particular and the universal that & eepressed through the concept of
hegemony- the spearhead of Laclau’s political theory.

The moment of universality as such cannot be a&eldien society. It is a goal that
no matter how stubbornly persisted, will always agmunaccomplished because the
contents of the universal can be only represenyeidiven equivalential chain or by a
particularism that offers its signifying body taiaiversal function. It is the emptying of
the particularism of its content (particular sigedf) that makes possible the emergence of
an empty signifier. The empty signifier standstfoe presence of a lack, and that lack is
none other that the absence of communitarian fsdéin€hus, Laclau explains the
relationship between empty signifier and hegemanfolows, “This relationship by
which a particular content becomes the signifiethefabsent communitarian fullness is
exactly what we call aegemonic relationshid Emancipation(s}#3). The presence of
empty signifiers is the very condition for hegemoAgnd hegemony, as Laclau has
numerously stated, is “the central categmrya theorization of politics”
(“Deconstruction, Pragmatism, Hegemony” 47).

The hegemonic aggregation and articulation cafotmeed in two ways. The first
one is through the inscription of particular idée and demands into wide equivalential
chains. This inevitably results in ambiguity becatlse elements that constitute a given
equivalential chain must be first specific andeliéint and as they enter into equivalent
relations; another layer of shared meaning affénets/ery specificity of their initial
differential meaning within the system. The mearpngduced by the logic of

equivalence is the one that subverts the meanitigeaignifiers as determined by the
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logic of difference. These hegemonic aggregatiahgeaed by means of equivalential
chains are precisely the ones that prevent thesyBbm complete closure. This means
that the social as a reflection of certain systeitgts also fully impossible. They serve
as proofs and reminders that each difference andetaning are only partially fixed as
such. These differences could never be fully fiXedjf they were, it would be
impossible for them to enter into relations of eqlence among themselves. This aspect
situates Laclau’s theory firmly into the field abgtstructuralism where the Derridean
conditions for possibility are also the conditidasimpossibility as mentioned
previously. But Laclau refuses to turn this inte tlimax of his theory. Instead, he
continues to elaborate on the consequences ardsffiethe work of the logic of
equivalence and its direct relation to the logidiffierence.

The second way the hegemonic aggregation andikatiien work is through the
universalization of a particular demand or diffexenThis means to give a particular
difference the function of universal representatidhe filling of a universal, and by
definition always empty space, with a concrete mmeanjust as in the case of
constructing an equivalential chain, the specififecence that carries out the function of
universal representation loses its original valug adopts a new one — that of a horizon,
to use Laclau’s terminology — that gives coherdnd@e chain of equivalences and keeps
the chain open at the same time for other elenterjtsn the equivalential ordef It
expresses the desire for the system to achievelidure, the promise that with each
equivalential expansion the horizon will be met, the pull of its original differential

value threatens to collapse the equivalential mavalard universality.
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Laclau claims, it is hegemony as sustained byabe of equivalence that opens
the door to the political. Inlegemony and the Socialist Stratefygiclau together with
Mouffe, introduce the logic of equivalence as “gitoof the simplification of the
political space” (130). That in terms of syntadtiedations in language corresponds to
the paradigmatic pole. It is not concerned withghbsesibility of opening new positions
for articulation as it is preoccupied with providiaubstitutes for already created
positions within the relational sequence of the#ygng chains. It simplifies by a
rigorous application of the principle of substituti This simplification elevates the order
of figurative expressivity — metaphor, metonymyo-that of literality.

The logic of difference, on the other hand, isdhe that is responsible for
expanding the syntagmatic pole of language. Diffeegranslates into a greater
variability of positions for articulation. It intouces a greater complexity into the
relations of combination among the elements oftgrifying chain, which in turn,
create additional positions in their relation taveo and organizational centers of
meaning.

It is essential to note that the concept of alditbon is central to Laclau’s theory
of hegemony and emancipation. As any good postsiaiist analysis, his method of
interpretation is discursively oriented. The cdnfibn of objects and subjectivity
happens in discursive fields, leaving nothing alégthe domain of discourse. Working in
the tradition of Wittgenstein and later Foucaudt,dtcepts the axiomatic discursive
construction of knowledge along with the fact ttiscursive structures are material in
character. Linguistic signs display their matetyalhrough their form and sound content

and serve as building blocks for texts and diseoatrictures. Laclau, however, together
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with Mouffe, are quick to announce that discou®@snot just made of words and
linguistic units; they include “a dispersion of yativerse material element1égemony
and Socialist Strateg¥08). The diverse material elements are none ttiagra mixture
of linguistic and non-linguistic elements, capabieonstituting differential positions and
system structures.

The inclusiveness of non-linguistic elements ircdigses is a theoretical position
that Laclau maintains throughout his later workvad. Both the linguistic and non-
linguistic elements participate in articulation grees, which can only originate in
discourse. In this sense, they are discursive ipegcand their role is to organize the
social space around various privileged points.

Since there is no single unifying principle to $iteadily the content and
positionality of the differential elements, theatiarse overflows in a field of discursivity
where partially fixed elements get disarticulatad aew ones may get a chance to
become a part of a different articulation practite other words, the field of discursivity
determines the discursive construction of objentssubjectivity, and at the same time,
points to the impossibility of any final suturingdiscourse. It is an effect of
overdetermination, or surplus meaning, which hdsfanitive say on identity
constructionThus, the purpose of discourse is always an attégiwminate the field of
discursivity, to repress the import of instability constructing points of partial fixation.
The empty signifiers offer such points of partiabfion.®> What characterizes the life of
partial fixations, and respectively discourse gigularity in dispersion.

According to Laclau, the articulatory moment itselnot sufficient to speak of

hegemony. “It is also necessary,” we learn, “thatarticulation should take place
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through a confrontation with antagonistic articalgtpractices” Hegemony and Socialist
Strategyl35). We have already examined the mobilizing egjeivtial effects as a result
of clashes with negativity and the attempt to asteathis negativity in a space external
to positivity of all differences participating imeivalential chains. Not every antagonism,
however, supposes a hegemonic development. lisignitheterminacy in favoring
antagonisms that distinguishes Laclau’s theory freay, Marxism or feminism, both of
which clearly insist on the groundbreaking roleclalss and gender antagonisms as well
as their privileged agents — working class and wom& accomplish their emancipatory
mission. This indeterminacy is also the biggestatage of Laclau’s theory in terms of
delimiting or expanding the space of democracyclawaviews this as radical democracy
— the idea that any certain antagonism dependingles of contingency can create
hegemonic points of totalizing effects.

As mentioned previously, Laclau’s theory of hegasnas a way of emancipation
relies first on deconstruction and second on deisiaking. The cycle of deconstruction,
in other words, does not end in undecidability atrdcture paralysis but pushes in a
direction of (re)defining and (re)articulating dfiectural possibilities. Laclau sees the
deconstructive and decision-making blocs of histh@ot as a marriage between
deconstruction and constructionism, but as two dsrns of the deconstructive
operation. This extension of the deconstructiongatpalthough not exclusively
attributable to Laclau, tends to seek plausibleettigyments for the invigoration of
democracy as the sole legitimate communal consdossscial organizatiorf.

This insistence of theorizing politics and hegemasywo dimensions of

deconstruction perpetuate the non-essentialisacterof Laclau’s work and vision for
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governing social principles. It has as well thewiotion that “the political is the
institutingmoment of society” (“Deconstruction, Pragmatisnegemony” 47). If this is
true, literature as a reflection of the politicahaeveal more about these instituting social
moments, and particularly the formation of commiesitand the processes of change that
inevitably take place within their spaces.

As a representational means of the social, liteeatarries a supplementary
function. It contributes something to the idensited the social that it represents and thus
affects its own identity as well. To claim thaistreductive to view literature — and in
particular minority literature — as political besaut diminishes the act of creativity as
scholars and practitioners of literary aesthetigsi@, or to consider the political relevant
only as an expression of economic and class prabénthe Marxist critics insist, is, at
best, a bit pretentious. To leave politics to thendin of literary theories only would be
just as inaccurate a conclusion. Instead, if wie¥olLaclau, literary theories and
literature might be competing or constructing ceahequivalence, depending on their
content and social proposition, thus actively pgyting in the shaping of the social.
There is no first and second order of meaning betvigerature and literary theories.
They are both operating on metaphoric and metonjenels of fixing cultural and
literary relations. This trend of defining litera¢uand theory relations as political is
clearly documented in African American literatureldheory. If the struggle for
emancipation defines African American literaturel éimeory straight from their inception,
as leading African American critics agree, it isaatrue that different dimensions of
emancipation propelled this literature and thebrgugh the different historical stages of

their political development.
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The purpose of this study is to examine selectechemts in African American
literature and theory that reveal the politicalunatof their content and relationship to
one another but also to traverse at least one dilmef emancipation related this
literature and theory. As | mentioned earlier, AimgeWeld Grimke’s “The Closing
Door,” Georgia Douglas Johnson’s one-act dr&ate Shirley Graham’s single-act play
It's Morning, and Toni Morrison’s highly acclaimed no\gtlovedconstitute the corpus
of the literary works of interest to this study.eltour texts share the common motif —
maternal infanticide — to refer to specific traurma&vents from African American history
and provide a critical commentary to these paiafidnts. In the case of Graham and
Morrison, the motif of maternal infanticide sensassa radical reaction to the oppressive
character of the institution of slavery, while Gkenand Johnson employ the same motif
to make the practice of lynching the primary tarmgfetheir social criticism. The texts
speak as well of the writers’ emotional and ciasponses to violent and degrading racist
attitudes that push the structuration of socialdrighy in extreme and unacceptable forms.
In other words, through the trope of infanticidegde African American female authors
object to interracial, or more accurately statatericommunal hegemonies that determine
social and cultural positionality in strict hierhical order.” Grimke, Graham, and
Johnson were well aware that their works were weiled to fall into the category of
protest literature that made a huge portion ofNke&r Negro Movement. The publication
submissions with politically oriented journals anédia outlets such de Crisisand
TheOpportunityas well as the attempts to produce the dramags tinelsponsorship of
the National Association for the Advancement ofdZetl People (NAACP), the Federal

Theatre Project (FTP), or Yale University, as theecwith Graham and Johnson, testify
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to the political orientation of African Americanfamticide literature by women towards
the broad public.

Although a representative of a different and mayghssticated generation of
African American female writers in the 1980s, Msom is no exception to this case with
her declaration in “The Site of Memory” that litesee is by definition politicaf.But this
expression of the political as negative commentawrymposed intercommunal
hegemonies captures only partially the potentidhefmotif of infanticide as an
instrument of political action. The tension betwednte intrusive regulations of the
social relations and black resistance to what tbepeessive regulations (hegemonies)
have reserved for them has become the central fufdhe critics’ discussions of the
women writer’s texts as well. Though certainly resagy and accurate in presumption,
the accent on the intercommunal relations giveg oné dimension of the political
function of maternal infanticide in African Americditerature by women. The
examination of the political across intercommumnads$ obfuscates the potential of
Grimke, Graham, Johnson, and Morrison’s texts aed tepiction of infanticide to
uncover maternal politics and their grip acroseicdmmunal lines.

To show through what acts communal unity is gag®dng African Americans
is equally important as unmasking white hegemor8esh an inquiry will point at
attempts to hegemonize the African American cultspace from within rather than from
outside. Unlike the externally imposed hegemortias govern the intercommunal
relations between blacks and whites, the interrgdlyerated hegemonic formations — or

probable hegemonic contenders — tend to dispersemsensual bases. This division
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between enforced external hegemonies and consengeralal hegemonic operations is
essential for the course of emancipatory movemamdsfulfillment of democratic ideas.

If the contexts of dramatic action, slavery amclying, lend easily credit to
Grimke, Graham, Johnson, and Morrison to make tigganticide and the figure of the
infanticidal mother to pass judgment on historiersg that have ossified the power
imbalance and divisiveness of blacks and whited,he@ve attempted to explore the
gestures of black communal unity as a resistandevtsive oppression, the contexts of
text production reveal a new meaning and functibthe infanticidal mother both inside
and outside the literary text. First, let us takeak at the contexts of text production to
see what they can say about the new meaning actidarof infanticide and the black
mother committing it.

According to leading experts Henry Louis Gatesadd Nellie McKay, the
flowering of African American literature is assaeid with two distinct times in the
twentieth century. The first period of exuberaterkry production, between the 1920s
and 1940s, is well-known as the New Negro Movemehtle the second renaissance of
African American literature, vaster in quantity amehlity as Gates and McKay confirm,
began in the late 1970s and 1980s and continusldiaoe African American literature
well into the next decad@ A quick look at theNorton Anthology of African American
Literature and the names of James Weldon Johnson, Claude ydKssie Redmon
Fauset, Jean Toomer, Zora Neale Hurston, Langstgiés, Nella Larsen, Marita
Bonner, Gwendolyn Bennett in the 1920s and 40stlamdames of Maya Angelou, Toni

Morrison, Alice Walker, Octavia Butler, Jamaica Baid, Ntozake Shange, Gloria
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Naylor, Rita Dove, to list just a few, in the 1988Bould convince us of the veracity of
this conclusion.

Furthermore, unlike its early twentieth centuryliadp that saw a doctrinal boom
for literary development but no wide institutiomatognition, the second renaissance
coincided with extraordinary institutional upheawéAfrican American literature and
culture. Representative for the two eras herelm@ames of Alain Locke, W.E.B. Du
Bois, Henry Louis Gates, Huston Baker, to whosekwahall return to later.

It is these moments of literary and cultural progpehat gave birth to Grimke’s
“The Closing Door,” Graham’i’s Morning, Johnson’sSafe and Morrison’$8eloved
The question of why these authors chose to rephemotif of infanticide in their works
at the times of the flowering of African Americatetature, as Gates and McKay tell us,
becomes even more curious. If infanticide as aatiag strategy, similar to cannibalism
or vampirism, produces horror effects and revarhpscarnivalesque in a dark and
somber way, how could it serve loyally to the caused aspirations of the two literary
African American renaissances?

Many commentators, both contemporaries of the Negrbl women writers and
current scholars, have expressed their reservationtright condemnatory views when it
comes to the interpretation of infanticide as agsbwriting strategy. The range of
negative assessment responses varies from “ptipfido “blackface holocaust” to
“race suicide” or “self-suicide” to “hopelessnessid “defeat,” all warning of the serious
repercussions to the quality and value of simiatg.*® The ruinous effects of such
writing, the line of the argument goes, threatensutweigh the accomplishments of

serious realistic African American literature. Floe New Negro commentators, the
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image of infanticide and the violent black mothiosl as powerful reminders of how
quickly the new African American literature coultpke into old stereotypical models of
representation catering to the taste of white awaie or directly lifting the white models
of representation of blacks. For contemporaryagitf Morrison’s novel, the accusation
of cheap sensationalism and lachrymose sentimemtaliso found its place along with a
wide variety of critical responses which quicklpssed swords with the ardent defenders
of Morrison’s interpretation of infanticide. In hotases, it is mostly aesthetic and
professional judgments that tune up the mode o&tnegypolitical criticism.

There is a second distinct line of critical regdiof African American infanticide
literature by women that, despite its surprisinglgn corpus, is important because it
represents the feminist take on this literattt&he critics tend to see infanticide as an
act of desperation, something that illustratesrit@erable setup of social relations,
while the black mother expresses her frustratiahva@akness with her decision to kill
her child. At best, the infanticidal mother is s@sman ambiguous figure, one full of
despair and weakness, on the one hand, and amerfof powerful monstrous
femininity, on the other hand? And in the case of MorrisonBeloved there are even
strictly praise-worthy interpretations of the infiaidal mother as a source of incredible
strength and an example of endurance. Thus, thef atdternal infanticide is seen
entirely against white hegemonies of racism andssex

The two types of critical responses that | hav&cdbed briefly in the previous
paragraphs draw heavily on the act of infanticaétmulate their conclusions. We can
almost say that they fixate on the spectaculafithe violent act and its immediate

paralytic effect on the witnesses, both black ahdey caused by the live encounter with
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the infanticidal horror. And it is this nearsightihation on the dark carnivalization of
the social situation that makes them overlook aiicant element allowing for a more
complicated but perhaps insightful reading of tbktigal protest depicted in the four
texts.

What remains consistently underestimated in theay/ses is the claim that the
infanticidal mother makes in order to justify heghily problematic action. In “The
Closing Door,"It's Morning, Safe andBeloved the black mothers kill their children in
order to provide them with safety. Infanticide,fréheir perspective, is not just an
expression of their dissatisfaction with the systerd their treatment in it; it is an
expression of their maternal obligation to protéetr children and ensure theafety
Thus, with the help of the black mother, safetydmees a signifier with sufficiently
highlighted political power.

To make use of Laclau’s theosafetyfunctions as an empty signifier and as such
is able to mobilize political visions for the (rejanization of the social. If infanticide
draws attention imminently to the issue of mothedhdhe women'’s claim for safety
offers a possibility to expand the parameter ofipdiebate beyond the specific topic of
motherhood and into the general organization ofespcin other words, the
resignification of safety might take different fosrthat may have to do very little with
the original discourse of motherhood, where disaldition of safety initially appeared.

With the act of infanticide, the mothers in Grirkélhe Closing Door,”
Johnson’s and Graham’s dran&efeandIt’s Morning, and Morrison’Beloved
complicate the social field by creating and occagya new social position — that of the

overly protective and murderous mother. Its coastih is also a product of
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disidentification with the slave mother as bregdaaham and Morrison) and the black
mother as second rate citizen (Johnson and GrimKeis is to say that these murderous
mothers invest heavily into the logic of differertbat is not constitutive of the system,
but in difference that is external to an alreadgtaxg system of differential relations.
That external difference determines the new sgmaltion of the infanticidal mother and
foregrounds the established antagonism betweemtbestrous” black mother and all
those who find her act despicable. It is this endeposition that reveals the antagonistic
split between, on the one hand, the members dildek and white community who are
disgusted by the maternal expression of brutadityseverely criticize and ostracize the
infanticidal mother for her action, and, on theasthand, the murderous mother herself
who makes the case for infanticide as the righbacfo find a linguistic equivalent for
the social positionality of the infanticidal motherthis moment would mean, as Laclau
informs us, to seek an expansion of the syntagrpale of language that increases the
number of positions from which objects, acts, andnomena get explained. Given the
circumstances, from such a position one can easilyark on a disarticulatory journey of
some kind, but one would encounter enormous diffesiarticulating new meanings.
Infanticide is crucial for the disarticulation ¢fet dominant conception of safety in the
discourses on motherhood and freedom. The attehtpé anfanticidal mother to
articulate new meaning feafetyfails in the end, as we shall see, but it becaotines
reason for a new communal articulation to defireeghrtial fixity ofsafety

Infanticide always has a negative meaning asctibetas it circulates in the
discourses of motherhood and freedom. It is thé gainst which the dominant notions

of motherhood and freedom get constructed in the-and postbellum South and North,
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and later on in early twentieth century America.danging the meaning of infanticide,
the maternal claim tests the foundational limithefse discourses and threatens to
disintegrate the neat fabric of their normativesetice. The mothers’ claim is that
infanticide becomes a true expression of maten@eption and the only way to provide
their children with safety from the exploitationsiaveholders and the torture of lynching
by the mob. “There is a time coming — and soon emwfo colored man — no colored
woman — no colored child, born or unborn — willdade— in this country” (1199),
Grimke’s black mother says in “The Closing Doorfdre she makes the decision to
smother her child. The infanticidal mother in Jabmis Safekeeps muttering after she
strangles her baby, “Now he is safe — safe fronythehers! Safe!” (161), “Tuhgedder
wid da mawnin’ star — She will sing!” (221), is Gean'’s black mother’s proclamation of
safety inlt's Morning after she slits the throat of her daughter. Andridon’s black
mother inBelovedis no exception when she reflects about the mwfieer daughter,
“She had to be safe and | put her where she waild287). Thus, the maternal claim is
a more complex structure comprising of two distieleiments, nonverbal and verbal, with
their fair participation share into the politicsedfmmunal existence. Infanticide is the
non-linguistic, carry-over element that helps traitighe maternal idea of safety and
present the verbal elemesafetyfor black communal politicization later on in ayhat
surpasses the narrow domain of motherhood.

Through the act of infanticide, Grimke’s “The ClogiDoor,” Johnson’'Safe and
Graham’dlt's Morning focus exclusively on the initial stage of destaimp the signifier
safety From the perspective of narratology, their litgnaorks end almost immediately

after the climax — the gruesome murder of an innbckild. Whether it is after the muter
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act of strangulation or after the more mind-chglisloody slitting of the child’s throat,
the readers, just like the members of the ficti@mmshmunity, are left in shock without
further explanation as to what happens to the nmatgemothers or how the problem gets
solved in the public space. There is the claim, énaw, uttered by the mother that her
child is now safe in death. This leaves the membgtise community in dismay, not
knowing how to react to this state of emergencye dbsence of denouement coupled
with the paralysis of social reaction foregrounus attempt to ascribe a new meaning to
the signifiersafetyby repressing violently the old one. The disattiton of what the
fixed meaning for safety was in the discourses ofnarhood and freedom is followed by
a substitute meaning proposal shaped by contingency

The design to cut the narrative very shortly aferclimax puts the emphasis on
the maternal choice extracted from a moment ofe@xé¢r social pressure or it is a result of
contingent intervention. To follow Laclau’s theotlie moment of choice is precisely
what defines the subject. “The subject,” Laclaueg; “is the distance between
undecidability of the structure and the decisidigconstruction, Pragmatism,
Hegemony” 54)** Thus, in the three texts, we are left with sutsi¢bat make a serious
claim to political subjectivity, but fail to uncowéneir full potential which would
necessarily involve the transformation of the comatspace and the arrangement of
subject positions in it.

The climactic endings of the four narratives introd a second contingency effect,
only this time with pressure placed upon the reatilee lack of resolution forces the
reader into a state of undecidability where th@wasibility of decision making lies on

his or her shoulders. This is a mechanism thatsseekpolititicization of the readers and
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strives to engage them with the African Americaobematics. It is also an attempt to
expand the intracommunal problems into intercomrhpra@blems, thus arguing for a
universal problem and presumably pushing towardastbn with promised positive
totalizing effects.

It is only with Morrison’sBelovedthat we get a full development of political
subjectivity and an insight into the mechanism&gidion making that is directly
responsible for the building of community consensirdike the New Negro Renaissance
women writers, Morrison develops the narrativ8efovedin a direction that will inform
the readers about the fate of the murderous maftarthe act of infanticide as well as
the reaction of the members of the black commurfit@incinnati, Ohio, who ultimately
consolidate around the idea of communal safetyantral element of social
organization.

By the end of the novel, the signifieafetyreveals its social construction as an
empty signifier that governs the relation of hegagnib has produced. The polysemic
spectrum for the empty signifisafetyranges from the temporary fix it displays in the
dominant discourses of motherhood and freedonhgatoment of subversion of its
temporary-fixed meaning by the claim of the infardal mother that safety is the
primary maternal concern for their children andatild signify death if the conditions
necessitate that, to the communal rejection ofrtreternal proposition of a signified for
safety and its substitution with the new commumatalation of safety. It is the job of
hegemony, as Laclau explains, to tame polysem\etilirg) on a specific meaning that

will carry out a unifying function.
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When we take apart the formation of the communakeasus, it becomes
obvious that it has a history of intracommunal artdrcommunal intersecting points, and
as it reaches its hegemonic point, it is exclugiusl intracommunal state of affairs that
receives attention in Morrison’s novel. There atts @f safety performed by the
members of the Underground Railroad, who make therslave fugitives receive food
and shelter until they carry on with their livesive free states. There is the establishment
of the new black spiritual movement, meant to adis/the pains of the flesh and the soul
thus ensuring a safe emotional transition to tive way of life. But even if the
infanticidal mother benefited herself from thesencaunal rearticulations of safety, their
structural mandate crumbles under the pressutgedfuigitive Slave Act. It is this higher
intracommunal state of order and its possible enawct that abolishes the temporary
power of intercommunal arrangements of safety aativates the maternal deadly
decision to kill her child. As a result, her matdrimterpretation of safety leaves her
outside the circle of social acceptability, hetwtaeduced from that of a serviceable
slave and item of property to that of a wild, danoges, predatory animal with no
domestic value or market appreciation credentiaddla

This demoted status of the infanticidal mother ltvmakes possible her
existence in the black community, which by the shalder’s definition might be the
only appropriate habitat, corresponding to herrdetitve, animalistic impulse. But the
members of the black community pass a second wegatigment on her, and far from
accepting her among their ranks, they simply toéeher existence without expressing

any intention to integrate her into their socid.li

26



It is the moment of abandoning of the infanticidedther's marginal position
within the black community that interests Morrigtile most and becomes the most
detailed illustration of how the political worksoalg intracommunal lines.

It is through the scene of exorcism that is strred like a repetition of the event
that lead to infanticide eighteen years ago, tmatsignifiersafetyreaches a new
temporary discursive fix in attempt to represertdiesire for communitarian fullness. In
order to reform the previous social structure,rdpeetition should be of the more
complicated rhetorical type — repetition with afeliénce — to result in a nesignification.
This new signification, | will argue, is both emgwatory for the infanticidal mother and
problematic for the power of representation.

Three elements characterize the difference thathweip disarticulate the maternal
notion of safety and articulate its hegemonic \@rss an image for intracommunal
universality. The first one is the change of tafedssault; the second is the failure of
the repeated maternal act of infanticide, andhird is the active intervention of a group
of black women who save Sethe from Beloved andiatsoduce the new signified for
safety that transforms the signifiafetyinto a center for organizing black communal
discourse.

According to the group of black womenBmrloved safety refers to the power of
the sound. It is the sound that “[breaks] the bafokords” Beloved308) and allows for
a new relational arrangement among different s@maltions. The infanticidal mother is
no longer displayed as an external threat to tseegy of communal subject positions, but

is identified as a mother who, like many otherg] adroubled and traumatic past to
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overcome. This moment of identification throughrsldanegative maternal experience is
possible because of the experience of lack defaseshfety.

It is a select group of women who are able todi@mn their strictly differential
function as healers and perhaps othermothers intovarsal function as expressed by
the idea of safety as culturally grounded in sodrgk application of this sound treatment
results in restructuring of the social by formingegjuivalential chain where other
differences have to suppreabeir unique differential status in favor of anrent that
they all share together. In Laclau’s theory, thik ke the moment of hegemony that also
gives the social imaginary its life to live.

To work on the level of sound and to invoke atyahat has the power to break
the bone of word is to argue for the obliteratidbld semantics and discursive structures
and not just a redefinition of power relations bifts in negotiating identity boundaries —
sound(s) or combination of sounds — into relatithiag can define new discursive limits
and discourse structures from the raw and dynaragsrof elements.

If Grimke, Johnson, and Graham use the motihfznticide as a means of severe
protest against oppressive structurations of tlkeakspace — slavery and lynching — and
manage to map a significant maternal antagonistiersocial fabric, it is Morrison who
goes beyond the moment of severe protest and agishiagonism by steering into
adopting a form of consensual matter that can sgelethe expression of communal
politics. In other words, she is directly respotesitor the communal transformation of
the maternal antagonism and its manipulation irgtractural hegemony.

Thus far we have traced the political functiortled empty signifiesafetyin the

context of Grimke’s, Johnson’s, Graham’s, and Msami's infanticide literature. It is also
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important to follow the political function of thame signifier in the context of call-and-
response exchange created by the interaction adakfrAmerican literary theories and
the four literary texts. The signifisafetyalso gives an indication of the cultural
situatedness of the four women writers in relatmthe leading literary doctrines of their
day and the women’s attempts to practice theirieersf black literary and cultural
politics.

It might be unusual for us, the twenty-first cegtpractitioners of democracy, to
think of safety as a structural signifier of outipcal establishment. We are trained and
conditioned to expect public talks about freedooman rights, and equal opportunity as
the cornerstones of Western liberal democraciepelifical order that serves as a model
for the democratization of other countries, tooc&e history shows daily proof for the
various ways in which this process unfolds. Ithis tiberal political order that aspires to
control the process of globalization, and as sil@levates its status to that of the new
universal order that continuously delivers the pisanfor peace, prosperity, and social
advancement. It is this political order that claitm®ring safety and stability for many
across the world. And it is this political ordeaths being cultivated and protected in the
face of immanent threats.

Today we hear national governments and internatipolitical alliances discuss
problems of security and its security mechanismengure the stability and expansion of
the democratic political order. The conceptual@abf such security mechanisms
happens through the development of various sezatiibin theories and adoption of acts
designed, among other things, to promote, demdestrad voice a long-lasting interest

in and public consensus about the core democralies. The narratives of such
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securitization theories and defense acts requirén@olvement and support of
democracy as a desirable hegemony where we, fontis¢ part, willingly engage and
commit to its principles and values. Security is thodern political equivalent of safety.
It has become the prerogative of (inter)nationsafifntions and political formations while
safety remains a concept associated with indivithiatests, health-related issues, and
professional group interests and demands. Safke¢ysécurity, is also in the domain of
institutional regulation, but unlike its big-scaelitical contender, security, it remains a
more muted, but nevertheless important, politicakpnce.

History, however, tells a different story about significance of safety. The
emergence of safety as a structural political &igmprecedes that of security. Safety
appears to be at the conception of new socialtstralqorojects. To say this more
accurately, new social structural projects are eptalized and appear in the name of
safety. As a rule, its conceptualization progre$ses the realm of the physical to its
absorption into the political which, on its turmdergoes a radical expansion in different
spheres of public and domestic life. Safety israler that provides people with a reason
to pursue common goals and constitute themselvpsldigal subjects if need be. In
politics, safety is this sensitive issue that 8agls linked to the question of political
representation and especially those who seek ihalie your voice heard increases the
chance to be safe. Safety, thus, is intricatekelthto freedom and independence as
constitutive elements of democracy or so one optiegrammatic documents of
American democracy, the Declaration of Independes®ems to suggest.

In this model document, after the most quoted smete'We hold these truths to

be self-evident, that all men are created equat,ttiey are endowed by the Creator with
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certain unalienable rights, that among these &glilberty, and the pursuit of happiness,”
that serves as a good illustration of the Enlightent roots of the new political project of
social governance, we come across the wafdty While rejecting British colonialism,
the people of the New World expressed an agreerfidmt whenever any form of
government becomes destructive to these endshié isght of the people to alter or to
abolish it, and to institute new government, layihg foundations on such principles and
organizing its powers in such form, as to themlse#m most likely to effect their safety
and happiness” (Declaration of Independence, U/36)L Along with the proclamation

of life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness as viakls of the new order, safety is added to
the tier of early political signifiers upon whidhet democratic order will grow. The
examination of this political document shows trefety, as are liberty and happiness, is
an ideal candidate to produce unifying effects agndifferent segments of the population.
It is perhaps the thing that situates the bordexéen the pre-political and the political
while its chronological boundary marks the emergesfcnew political subjects who also
seek access to power by infiltrating and changidgrstitutions of power or creating
new institutions as an expression of their politdesire.

And if for racially-diverse America in the nextrtary and a half, the project of
freedom and democracy remained primarily undeatrgpices of white men, the black
population found itself in a situation to constritstpolitical subjectivity relying on the
same signifiersafety,which announced the beginning of the Americantijoali project
in the first place. Here, we are only interestethwhe politicization of the literary and

cultural aspect of the black people’s struggledemocracy.
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With the creation of the National Association foe tAdvancement of Colored
People in 1909, African Americans entered the rdggerain of institutional politics to
seek social justice and betterment of living candg, but also attempted to shape their
cultural identity with literary mean3he Crisismagazine, the official publication of the
NAACP, became the voice of the cultural expressiopeople’s political claims and
ambitions. “In its pages,” notable critic Claudiat& observes, “black Americans not
only declared war on racism but on white cultugbehdency as well. The New Negro
literature was a part of their declaration of inelegience” (“Introduction” td’he Selected
Works of Georgia Douglas Johnsgxvi). Other magazines such &ke Opportunity,
Challenge, Stylus, New Era, Firedhd the publication of successful anthologies ssch
Calverton’sAnthology of American Negro Literatu(@929), James Weldon Johnson’s
The Book of American Negro Poe{ty922), Alain Locke’sThe New Negro: An
Interpretation(1925), Countee CullenBaroling Dusk(1927) helped writers find a
medium to express their views on literary and galtindependence through their poetry,
fiction, and drama. Often these magazines and kgies tried to compensate for the
difficulty of publishing individual book projectssanany New Negro writers claimed to
have experienced and at the same time were shtpgrigemes, the forms, and the
literary and stylistic strategies of the proclainiégelary and cultural independence. The
goal was also to prove that black people couldtertreeir own art of great value just as
white people did.

It is in the context of creating literary and cuéil independence that | examine
Grimke’s “The Closing Door,” Grahamiss Morning, and Johnson’Safeas they bring

the signifiersafetyout of fiction and into the world of their poliatactivism as a
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decisive factor for gaining such an independente. theories and doctrines of what
constitutes African American literature, its esgdntharacteristics, its making
methodologies, and overall goals in the two era&fo€an American literary renaissance
are also part of the context of literary and catundependence. With this in mind, the
four literary texts authored by Grimke, Graham,nkun, and Morrison serve as
responses to the theoretical currents of their.dBlys challenge for Grimke, Graham,
and Johnson came from the male-directed views @iN#dw Negro literature and art. The
context for Morrison’s work was also shaped byghedominantly male theorization of
the black vernacular and its explanation of whaistitutes African American literature.
In the classic 192Blew Negraanthology, considered now to be one of the
definitive texts of the New Negro Movement, Alaindke boldly proclaimed the coming
of a new era of a “racial awakening on a natiomal perhaps even a world scale”
(Foreword11). Self-expression and self-determination wieeedultural forces behind
this racial awakening. Locke considered the bladiucal movement to be a form of
“spiritual emancipation” that provides the peopligmong-sought self-understanding.
For the first time, Locke claims, “Negro life isizag upon its first chances for group
expression and self-determination” (“The New Negfp”lt is through the working of a
specific cultural hegemony and its subject the N&gro that Locke sees the unification
of the black community. Realism was the central enotliterary production and the life
of ordinary person was to be at the very centeredtive investigation. Although
emphasizing the racial aspect of this cultural @phéand emancipation, Locke rejects
the moment of interracial cultural confrontationsaway of binding the racial community.

He imagines the black cultural emancipation onlghimi shared national context. Thus,
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the New Negro movement becomes “a forced attemiptiild [...] Americanism on race
values” while the success of this unique experimenild be impossible without “the
fullest sharing of American culture and institugdif“The New Negro” 12).

Locke’s soft, non-confrontational approach to klaaltural emancipation stands
in sharp contrast to W. E. B. Du Bois’s uncomprangs/ziew on the same subject. A
year later, in 1926, in the much discussed “CiatefiNegro Art,” Du Bois also saw the
growth of African American literature and art asplashing onward” (981). This
progressive tendency, however, is not an expresgisame race-value Americanism,
but a concentrated communal effort, “art comingrfrislack folk,” to debunk the myth of
racial inferiority. As such, it is based on theugtgle against and opposition to white
literary and cultural models for expression. Inttbase, literature is nothing more or less
than a political expression of black interests dachands. “Thus all Art is propaganda
and ever must be,” Du Bois claims, “despite thelimguiof the purists” (“Criteria of
Negro Art” 985 — 986)™ For him, the expression of black cultural hegemisrdirectly
a product of politicization of literature.

It is with the Lockean and Du Boisian gravitatibpales for literary development
on the one hand that Grimke, Graham, and Johnsomtweng to define their artistic
credo, and with the exploitation of the motif ofanticide, on the other, that they were
parading their political activism and demand farered presence in the New Negro
literature. Even though neither Grimke, nor Grahaar,Johnson rose to the level of
prominence of Locke or Du Bois, their infanticidedature demonstrates that they were
actively looking for ways to intervene into cultbead social politics and constitute their

political subjectivity through literary and extrdéerary means. Grimke defended her
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political views primarily with the help of literatet and publications in white magazines,
trying to reach a racially diverse audience. Gralded to develop her “position of
authority” with one-act plays, targeting black commty audiences. Of the three,
Johnson, dared to go far beyond the boundariatecdy writing and into the sphere of
informal public formations intending to boost, redj and alter the black literary and
cultural independence project. Her literary salimg Saturday Nighterseveals yet
another dimension of how black female writers jggotited in the project for literary and
cultural independence in the 1920s and 1930s tlhrthe engineering of safe spaces for
literary creativity and its cultural consumption.

In the late 1970s and 1980s another branch ofltduk fiterary and cultural
independence began to take shape. This was tredpsrconstituting African American
literature as a separate object of academic iryagsdin. The creation of separate
academic programs and research centers packagstiittyeof African American
Literature and African American Studies as legitienacademic disciplines with degree-
granting status. The process of academic legitonatias accompanied by a process of
theorization and critical approaches applicablaftccan American literature with an
explicit insistence on, and conviction to expldire essential and operative principles of
this literature. The vernacular theories of Henopis Gates, Jr. and Huston Baker are
prime examples of the aims of black literary créio of the time. Gates’s theory of
signification and Baker’s vernacular theory poinsegiarely to an identifiable cultural
matrix at the bottom of African American literatufeor Gates, it is the mythical figure of
Esu Elegbara of Nigerian folklore whose linguigtickery shows full potential for

literary production with due social and politicalinsequences, while for Baker, it is the
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blues and its sound that gave African Americamdiigre its distinct vibrancy in
accordance with its crossroad juncture positiop#tat fostered its fluid forms.

The end result of the development of theoretiahieworks would be to name,
confirm, and protect institutionally the identitfan already existing body of African
American literature, ushering hospitably currerd &rture literature arrivals. It is this
serviceable criticism of the 1980s that createdtibeh needed safety net for
independent institutionalization of African Amenichterature. And it is in this
atmosphere that Morrison attained her reputatics top-notch fiction writer. As the
fame and glory of this writer grew, she found cdafice to build her academic career by
boldly entering the project of African Americareliairy and cultural independence
through the gateway of theory and literary analyRlaying in the Dark“Rootedness:
the Ancestor as Foundation,” “The Site of Memornt “Unspeakable Things
Unspoken: the Afro-American Presence in Americderaiture” have now become
seminal texts in African American Literary Studi#ss through them that she makes her
scholarly contribution to the safety net of litgrariticism that envelops African
American literature in educational institutions agd

Her novelBeloved however, stands in rather curious relation toe€attheory of
signification. Rather than unambiguously sidinghwis central premise of the power of
resistance in language, it “talks back” to the eoctive power of the process of
redoubling signifiers but manages to retain a pmsiboth inside and outside Gates’s
signification formula!®

My final claim is that the creative explorationtbé refusal of motherhood

through the dark spectacle of infanticide coupléith whe claims of cultural belonging
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positions Grimke, Graham, Johnson, and Morrisditersiry political agents who, far
from being caught in a racialized discourse, pigdie rigorously in the making of it. In
her study on women'’s narratives of motherhood betwi890 and 1930, Allison Berg
argues that “motherhood emerged as an increagmlyc, political, and racialized
discourse” (9)° After examining the work of the four black femaléters with their

take on the refusal of motherhood, we can trans®®eng’s claim to highlight the black
women writers’ intervention into the racializedabsirse. Infanticide, the rewrite will
read, emerged as an increasingly public, politaad] racialized discourse with the help
of fiction in order to increase the racialized poél presence of these women writers and
reflect this racialized political presence into fiction doctrinal writing or literary
society activism to turn the women writers into $ginc mothers and guardians of a
racialized culture and literature. These women ttanceptualize their political strategy
as an exit from the narrow domestic domain of mdthed and femininity and make an
entrance into the public domain of politics by rof on the oscillation between two
controversial positions of motherhood — a symbodiang and protective mother of the
community, as their service-of-literature actistiuggest, and a literal overprotective
infanticidal mother, who relentlessly requests t@ahmunal members confront the
problem of collective unity, as their fiction poksties.

To sum up, the political subjectivities of Johnsmrd Morrison to a larger degree,
and Grimke and Graham to a lesser degree, arexdiatzt by two contradictory images
of motherhood — that of the “good mother” imperdedaby the writers in real life
discussions and debates on African American libeea&ind the infanticidal mother

reserved for their fictional characters that becawehicle for bringing up the urgency
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of the moment for social change. The theme of itnéate turns also into a catching
display of the extra-literary and intellectual aittes that shape the women writers’

understanding of the function of literature andwrd in building a community.
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NOTES

! There are a sufficient number of literary textnfrantiquity to the present to justify such a catgags
infanticide literature for analytical purposes. TegendaryMedea(431 BC) by Euripides marks the
beginning of infanticide in literature. Throughdhé centuries there were multiple and importaniratic
rewrites of the play among which are Senetéésiea(1™ AD), Pierre Corneille’sviedee(1635), Franz
Grillparzer'sMedea(1821), Hans Henny Jahni¥4edea(1926), Countee Cullenlgledea(1935), Jean
Anouilh’'s Medea(1946), and Jim Magnusen’s Africatedea(1968).

The motif of infanticide, however, spread far begdhe attempts to rewrite Euripides’s play. The
sixteenth century Scottish ballad “Mary Hamilton™@he Fower Maries” was a widely popular text that
featured infanticide. The topic quickly caught be Romantic imagination where we have several
prominent examples — Johann Wolfgang GoetRaisst(1808) and the revised version of 1828-1829,
William Wordsworth’s “The Thorn” (1798), Sir Walt&cott'sThe Heart of Midlothiar{1818), Elizabeth
Barrett Browning’s “The Runaway Slave at the PilgiPoint” (1847). British realism in the face of Gge
Eliot and her noveAdam Bedg€1859) produced one of the most influential anchpelling treatments of
infanticide that is of great interest to literarjtics as well. Among the notable contemporary saspf
infanticide literature are William StyronSophie’s Choic€1979), Toni Morrison’8eloved(1987),

Sandra Cisnero’s “Woman Hollering Creek” (1991)] &hrista Wolf'sMedea(1993).

African American literature offers a fair amounttekts that employ the motif of infanticide.
Scholars point out to Angelina Weld Grimke’s draReche) produced in 1916 and published in 1920, as
the first text to introduce the fictional explotiof infanticide in African American literature ri@ke
made her second contribution to infanticide literatwith her short story “The Closing Door” in 1919
followed by “Goldie” in 1920. The timeline of Afram American infanticide literature continues with
Georgia Douglas Johnson’s poem “Black Woman” (1928) her protest dran&afe(c.1929), Countee
Cullen’'sMedea(1935), Shirley Grahams's Morning (1940), Gwendolyn Brook’s poem “The Mother”
(1945), Toni Morrison’sSula(1973) andBeloved(1987). The exploration of infanticide as a forf o
protest to lynching from the time of the New Ne&enaissance inspired even white writers. Ann Seymou
Link’'s dramalLawd, Does You Undahstan(2936) is modeled closely on the structure anduage of the
black anti-lynch dramas.

2 The concept of hegemony was first introduced byoAio Gramsci ifThe Prison Notebooksie
specifically developed the concept of cultural hagay from a Marxist perspective. Laclau and Mousfe’
approach on hegemony is post-Marxist. Chaptert3egfemony and the Socialist Stratdmgs now become
a canonical text in critical theory with its reaglion hegemony and antagonism as definitive operatid
any attempt to structure the social space.

% Jacques Derrida develops this idea in “StructBign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Seighc
(1966).

* In New Reflections on the Revolution of Our T{®90), Laclau thinks of the social imaginary as a
horizon; it is the condition of possibility for tleenergence of any object.

® In Hegemony and the Socialist Stratelg points of partial fixation are known msdal points The term
nodal pointcorresponds to the Lacanipaint de captioras a privileged signifier that quilts or fixes
meaning in a signifying chain. See p.112.

® Derrida turned toward the question of decision imgkater in his career. See “Force of Law” (1988y)
The Politics of Friendshi1994).

" The terms “intercommunal” and “intracommunal” thia¢ reader will come across in this study are not
intended to bring in essentialist or monistic totemy work. Their usage is necessary to highligbt
operation of communal hegemonies, of moments whemnity of a group of people or the divisions
among groups of people become obvious as a refsstinoe political activity.

The term “communitarian” is another instance thegerves a proper explanation at this point. By
“communitarian,” | mean the expression of certaifiural, institutional, national, and ethnic allagces,
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or some combination of the four that result infirenation of identifiable collectives or groupspgople.
It is also a term that Laclau uses in his work.

8 See p. 2290. Morrison makes the same statemdigreéarher career in “Conversation with Alice
Childress and Toni Morrison” published originaltytheBlack Creation Annua1974 -1975): 90 -92.

° See Gates and McKay’s article “From Phillis Whegtio Toni Morrison: The Flowering of African
American Literature” (1996 — 1997) irhe Journal of Blacks in Higher EducaticBates and McKay
define the second renaissance period as it hasgaseg for three decades between 1970 and 199asthe
being the year of publication of their article, ansiist that the second renaissance is clearlyastibn-
going trend. They look at the 1990s as a decadatainal and international recognition of African
American literature measured in Pulitzer Prizedjdw@l and American Book Awards, and of course, the
reception of Toni Morrison’s Nobel Prize for litéuge in 1993. The second indicator of this literary
prosperity has to do with the commercial succegsfiaéan American literature and its best-seller
achievements. The third equally important compoieetite institutional spread and purveyance of this
literature in colleges and universities. An additibindicator for literary prosperity is the growahd
divergence of black literature readers.

19 stanley Crouch refers to MorrisorBelovedas “protest pulp fiction,” “a blackface holocaustvel,” and
“a melodrama lashed to the structural conceitsiafsaries.” Gloria Hull views Grimke’s “The Closing
Door” as “marred [...] by forced romping scenes, srantality, overwriting, and uncertain tone androi
of view” (129). Carolivia Herron agreed with sonfeGrimke’s contemporaries who saachelas “a

form of self-genocide.” Walter White dismissed JetimsSafeas a play that “end[s] in defeat” and
expressed concern that it offered nothing but regsgiess for African Americans. Their Place on the
Stage contemporary critic Elizabeth Brown-Guillory resicifanticide as a negative sign that registers a
lack of parental knowledge and absence of good taddemotherhood.

™ Feminist scholarship on Morrison’s noB#loved of course, is the exception in this case. It exist
practically in every variety from black feminisitacism, to psychoanalytic and Marxist feminism, to
cultural feminist criticism, as well as interdisliiary feminist versions of criticism. This is nibie case
with the other three authors, Grimke, Graham, atohson whose texts have received a limited critical
attention. There is not a single study, howeveat thhaws the connection between Morrison and her Ne
Negro literary ancestors by examining their litaratof infanticide.

12 5ee Brown-Guillory’s “Disrupted Motherlines” (1998/eier’s “The Refusal of Motherhood in African
American Theatre” (2000), and Dawkins’s “From Madario Medea” (2004).

13 Laclau arrived at this definition after Zizek'stizjue of his use of the (post)structuralist idé&smibject
positions” inHegemony and Socialist Strate@jyat, in Zizek’s view, diminished the very promigi
concept of antagonism advanced by Laclau also .tisee Zizek'sThe Sublime Object of Ideolo¢i/989)
and “Beyond Discourse-Analysis” (1990).

14 For this citation | have used the reprint of DudBoarticle inThe Norton Anthology of Theory and
Criticism (2001), Gen. Ed. Vincent B. Leitch. pp. 980 — 987.

'3 1n The Signifying Monke@ates lists “talking back” as one of the many kltopes subsumed within the
trope of Signifyin(g). See pages 77 — 78. The awdadlaistory of the concept of “talking back” goesck

to linguistics where people like Roger Abrahamdwiis studyTalking Black(1976) and Claudia Mitchell-
Kernan'sLanguage Behavior in a Black Urban Commuit971) have isolated it as a black signifying
practice. Critic bell hooks, similar to Gates, loovs the linguistic concept and turns it into a caint
theoretical concept for her black feminist the@fie defines “talking back” as an extremely courageo
risky, and daring act that means “speaking as aaldé¢q an authority figure” (5). The critic assdemthe
act as a strategy for women to acquire their owiney@ voice that belongs to them as an opposad to
forced entry into “the right speech of womanhoos'aasign of woman’s submission. Sesking Back:
Thinking Feminist, Thinking Bladi989) pp. 5 — 6.
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16 Allison Berg’s studyMothering the Rageexamines images of black and white motherhodHdrfirst
third of the twentieth century and concludes tha&trethough motherhood remained a primary site cfita
hierarchy, motherhood as a universal identity media link between women to work across race asbcl
lines. Her review of the literary revisions of methood that were specifically depicted as contrsiaéto
the dominant ideologies of motherhood reveal thehrarism for women writers to gain national agency
through motherhood as a literary and political &-oBerg, however, limits the agency of the femalitens
to the sphere of women'’s issues and femininity mrbes those moments in women'’s fiction and activis
that make the women'’s critical inquiries of domiharotherhood release a political verve that sugmss
the boundaries of feminine and maternal politicly.on
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CHAPTER Il

“THE CLOSING DOOR” THAT OPENS THE ENTRANCE TO THELRACK
COMMUNAL DEBATE ON SAFETY

The exploration of the meaning of infanticide irridéan American literature by
women begins in a chronological order with AngeMiald Grimke as the first writer of
black infanticide literature. The motif of infantie surfaces not just in one but in several
of her works. Her dramBRachel(1916) is the first documented source that brings
attention to infanticide although not in a direstiaconfrontational manner as do her
subsequent short stories “The Closing Door” (191Blackness” (1920) and its revised
version “Goldie” (1920). IRachelintroduces the idea of infanticide through theutliats
of a young black woman who chooses not to beadw&ilin a world of social hostility,
“Blackness” and “Goldie” confront the readers witstances of infanticide inflicted by
lynch mobs. “The Closing Door” is a return to thea ofRachelwhere the black
woman as prospective mother is at the center odmatic plot that features an actual act
of maternal infanticide. “The Closing Door,” in $héense, offers a radical revision of
Rachelby materializing thoughts about the denial of neoffood into a real action by
granting agency to the black mother. Thus, “Thes@ig Door” becomes the most
intense and agonizing text by virtue of placingigsie of infanticide squarely at the
center of black communal life. Both “victim” andilfain” inhabit the black communal
space and turn it into a more complex and nuaneetecof resistance that finds its

capacity to critique both white hegemonies andws milieu’s capacity to develop
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resistance strategies with a sharp political edges is where the role of maternal
infanticide becomes instrumental — to ignite tharkgor engineering viable political
propositions to both build strong intracommunakbaltes and oppose intercommunal
relations of hierarchy based on racial and racdigsidns. Infanticide in Grimke’s “The
Closing Door” takes the exploration of the blaclkddie class mother of the North as a
political subject and a subject of racial politinghe 1920s. It also sends a message of
Grimke’s view of how literature enters the spherpalitics and propaganda.

Similar to Georgia Douglas Johnson, Grimke testditerary talent in multiple
literary genres. She was best known for her poaesyyas Johnson. The topics of lost
love, commemoration of famous people, and blaciakaoncerns — although the last one
constitutes only a part of the body of her vershape the content of her poetry. As
Herron and Hull observe, the nature of Grimke’stpokardly speaks of any racial
problems or acute social tensions. It is with thiét $o fiction and nonfiction, as Herron
notes, that Grimke focused exclusively on the ta@biynching and social injustice and
gave her prose a strong political feel. For exampde entry into the world of theatre and
drama was explosive and full of promise both imteof dramatic achievement and
potential to represent a long-sought, valuablevamdhy African American artWith the
theatrical success &achel(1916), Grimke raised the bar in black proteshdrao high
that, later, it challenged the efforts of Grahard dahnson to create equally good
responses.

Rachelmade literary history in becoming the first susfeksAfrican American
drama to be published and performed, a rare toeah& emerging African American

drama at the time. It scored a phenomenal thehficaess' Despite the stage success
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thatRachelsaw in New York, Washington, Massachusetts, amth&dvania, and the
secured publication of the play in 1920, Grimke niod continue to deliver many plays of
comparable quality. Critics praise its innovatilengents and techniques and define it as
Grimke’s most prominent piece of literary propagarfidsrimke herself was aware of the
fact thatRachelis intricately linked to politics and propagandae play program
advertisedRachelas “the first attempt to use the stage for raop@ganda in order to
enlighten the American people to the lamentablalitmms of ten million of colored
citizens in this free Republic” (qtd. in Hull 11And Grimke, in defense of her own
drama from those who saw more harm than benefienrendition of drama as race
propaganda, wrote that its appeal was not prim&withe black people, but to the whites
and that the play’s goal was to counter the stgpeoof “the darkey.?

The propagandistic trend of her drama quickly spiaaher short stories.
Although considerably higher in number than hentas, they did not win her strong
popularity and literary recognition. Most of themcame a source of controversy
especially in relation to their service to AfricAmerican literature and relevance to
address adequately the social problems of the ldaskmunity. Black commentators at
the time accused Grimke of advocating “race gergjad flatly going against the
interest of the black people especially when it eandepictions of refusal of
motherhood and infanticide.

Some of her white friends and contemporaries adviaemke to refrain from
stark depictions of the lynching horrors, createeraitractive characters, and limit
giving prominence of scandalous racial oppressidiavor of doing other things with

literature? This, however, did not help Grimke reorient théitimal direction of her short
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stories. Nor did she soften the plots by avoidiagidtions of atrocities and “appalling”
black characters.

Similar to Graham and Morrison, but far from theegtion and accomplishment
of their nonfiction, Grimke tried her hand at natibn as well. The brevity of her
nonfiction writing, its limited scope of topics asttuctural organization, suggest that it
served more as a written defense of her work agaagative criticism and managed to a
lesser degree to develop a signature line of histiarcredo. In this sense, her nonfiction
pieces convey a few ideas about the politics ofiltBon and allow in to be read as
political documents, too.

In her introduction to th&elected Works of Angelina Weld Grim&arolivia
Herron reads the corpus of Grimke’s prose implngaprecisely the political tone woven
into the fabric of her art. Clearly, in terms ohtent, the direction of Grimke’s non-
poetic work harbors the mixture of literature amditpes that is characteristic of African
American literature of that period. “These workidgrron contends, “take on African
American cultural grief rather than personal gasftheir thematic focus, and they
express great outrage over the lynching of Afridamericans in the South, over the
failure of Northern whites to band together and dedhan end to the crimes, and over
racial injustice in general” (“Introduction” 5). ‘€rcriticism of lynching as a racist and
oppressive practice is the first element to idgritie political verve of Grimke’s prose.
That the collective grief prevails over the indival is another serious attestation for the
political edge of Grimke’s work. The addition ofraat outrage” as expression of
Grimke’s, and by extension of black communal reactd social injustice, is the next

element of Herron’s making of the political in Gkeis prose. With the exception of her
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reading ofRache] this is the extent to which Herron deals with ploditical aspect of
Grimke’s prose works.

In Color, Sex, PoetryGloria Hull examines Grimke’s fiction not as fuilonal
propaganda pieces but rather as samples of fadktitpl objectives. Her lynching
fiction is described as too sentimental and saao@aalmost an instance of melodrama,
that inevitably disappoints the reader with theredeelming presence of emotions,
poorly constructed plots, and unrealistic charaza¢ion.

In addition, a quick review of the scholarship omn@ke indicates that the
majority of the studies are dedicated primarilyh&y poetry and best known drama
Rachelwhile her other fiction gets little or no coverageall. Miller calls Grimke “one of
those forgotten figures in African American litgrand historical tradition, identified as
important but with little explanation as to why'l{e Other Reconstructids®). The
accusations of advocating “race suicithg’raising the issue of infanticide in her drama
Rachelprovide a long lasting negative effect on thea@altexploration of her work. It is
only after the publication of Toni MorrisonBeloved which revives the theme of
infanticide in an unprecedented artistic way, tneg¢turn to the forgotten figure of
Grimke and her account of black motherhood becawssible. Scholarship, although
still limited and insufficient, expanded to incluseme interesting but often controversial
readings of “The Closing Door,” recognizing the ghstory as another principal work of
Angelina Grimke capable of providing much needesjgint into the author’s literary and
social world.

As with the critical reception of Grimke’s litesawork in general, the responses

to “The Closing Door” remain controversial. Hirsads “The Closing Door” as a text
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that substantiates and gives voice to African Aosers. By examining silences forced
upon the African Americans by dominant discourbesargues how the short story
transforms these silences into an identifying “sbi@ repossess the traces of words in
the silence, the critic argues, is an attempt fmmddlackness as something different
from a negative absence. Carolivia Herron takie®graphical perspective on Grimke
and by foregrounding her sexuality and race allegpasuggests that stories such as “The
Closing Door” reveal “her inner astonishment atfadure to find sexual and romantic
companionship, and her outer astonishment at fqnderself in a world that denigrates
her value because she is a black woman” (“Intradnttl8). Claudia Tate tries to see
Grimke relying on domestic discourse to exploredéterioration of African Americans’
dream of freedom, yet she argues that in tryingdaress her work to white audiences,
Grimke “forfeits the posture of intraracial affirti@n that was the principal source of
inspiration in the post-Reconstruction domesticai®wf her black precursors” (214).
Gloria Hull reads “The Closing Door” primarily adyanching story that is marred by
“romping scenessentimentality, overwriting, and an uncertain tane point of view”
(129). She does not find any effective politicapoopagandistic function of the text
except for the negative fact that it turned oubéahe “wrong tale of madness and
infanticide” to appear on the pagesldfe Birth Control Reviewyhere the story was
initially published.®> Miller puts “The Closing Door” into the context he Birth

Control Reviewand women'’s politics on reproduction in the 19208 argues that
Grimke’s writing forThe Birth Control Revieus a conscious political act to claim that
the difference of race exceeds the differenceaghnd cannot guarantee the good

experience of motherhood even to middle class bhamken. Miller sees agency in
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Agnes’s act and defines it as a revolutionary et r@fusal of not good enough
motherhood.

Similar to Miller, | also treat Agnes as an agether than a melodramatic tool
for claiming victim status and collecting sympatbeiudience rewards. Furthermore,
Agnes designs a political agency that affects tliyehe members of the black
community and urges an inevitable intracommungoase and engagement with
political debates. Although the scope of politisceneuvering and engagement of
different intracommunal groups remains somewhaitdichin Agnes’s case when
compared to Graham’s, Johnson’s, and especiallyistor's treatment of mother
characters, level of communal engagement with thefanfanticide and its political
accent on safety, “The Closing Door” opens theae toward the need for an
intracommunal politics of unity to counter its doraied status and demand the
development of viable resistance strategies.

As constructed, “The Closing Door” reveals alsodhéhor’'s manner of shaping
cultural responses as political ones. It is throtrghing the curious connection between
lynching and infanticide that we can obtain an arsie the working mechanism of
Grimke’s politico-cultural project.

Although lynching is the real social spectacle gesd to discipline
“misconducts” and keep the racial hierarchies intatanticide emerges as a competitive
spectacular strategy to denounce lynching throungjuistic and literary means. But its
critical effects go beyond the mission of expodyrghing as an inhumane practice and

behavior aimed at racial control and subjugatiothefblack population. It aims to hit
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home the message that the safe existence of tble cdamunity, regardless of class and
social status of its members, is under seriousthre

A crucial way in which Grimke’s “The Closing Doostands on its own when
compared to Grahamigs Morning, Johnson’sSafe and Morrison’Belovedss the
profile and background of the infanticidal mothéirthe latter three authors prefer to
explore the figures of Southern black mothers wih@pnditions of extreme social
disadvantage, react in a highly controversial matmesave their children from slavery or
lynching, Grimke focuses on the black mother ofleeth who, by racial association and
family connections, reacts acutely to the segregat order in the South that normalizes
the regime and culture of lynching, but by intellexd absorption of knowledge and class
manners marks certain stages of her maternal proigsNorthern middle-class
presence similar to that of white women and thaimfs of political activism.

The distinction between the black mother of thethland that of the South is
never a question of geography in America as itsanodistory demonstrates, but an
attempt to inscribe the black mother in two whital political systems of representation.
Grimke’s black mother denounces both the raciatipslof the South and the North to
demand a self-defined intracommunal existence. dhi attempt to work black maternal
politics on a national scale, embracing the blamkmunities of the North and the South
under the banner of the empty signifsafety A mother figure with a family and cultural
history in the North and the South is best equippedb so.

Grimke’s option for a female literary characterontas abandoned the South in
her teens and moved up North for a more prospeandsomfortable life might be as

well motivated by the fact that Grimke herself neleed in the South. Her biography
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reveals her New Englander background, somewhad@xtinary and unusual for an
African American woman of her day. Grimke’s fath&rchibald Grimke, was the son of
a wealthy Southerner, Henry Grimke, and his mothenixed race, Nancy Weston, was
a slave. Archibald’s two white half-sisters were thmous abolitionists, Angelina
Grimke Weld and Sarah Grimke. It was their wisla¢oept Archibald as a true relative.
Acknowledged as a nephew, life for him in the Ndréitame possible with their help and
protection. Archibald became a lawyer and marriathde woman, Sarah Stanley, from
a prominent Bostonian family. Sarah gave birth tgdlina and for unknown reasons left
Archibald Grimke and her daughter. Archibald raikesldaughter while her great-uncle,
Theodore Weld, supported the education of youngefng. She attended prestigious
schools in Boston and Washington D.C. and had adoehie American upper middle-
class.

Grimke’s social and family background singles twatr from Graham, Johnson,
and Morrison. None of the other three authors esthrt of their writing careers enjoyed
the social privileges of Angelina Grimke and parkaely her access to white families and
powerful educational institutions without being dagent on their institutional or private
patronage. Some critics quickly put a stamp ofghsaval of such privileged existence,
labeling Grimke as a representative of the eliteassumption that automatically
guestions her knowledge and experience of blacknessierica in the 1920s. To this
charge, Grimke might have answered that “no oneknaw us as well as one of
ourselves” (436) as she was commenting on theifumof the black writer in her essay

“Remarks on Literature.” This is a clear declanataibout her own perception as a writer
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of color, one who unequivocally wishes to situagte Wwork in the context of African
American literature, yet with little direct exposup the situation in the South.

Grimke’s relatively high social status, neverthsJesused a disconnection from
the ordinary lives of African Americans. To imagiaed create a plausible black mother
from the South might have been a difficult taskkécomplish. In general, knowledge of
the South arrived to her second-hand so to speatke Nf her biographers lists the South
even as temporary a place of residence for Gritdlee perception of the racial problems
in the American South might have been predominattiped by accounts of black
Southerners, communication with black and whitellattuals who condemned the
living conditions in the South, as well as the atneof news covered in newspapers and
journals must have constructed to a large degreknmsviedge about the South. It is then
quite normal to see why Grimke’s infanticidal mathas to have her life centered in the
North while her Southern roots have to be keptlhar@ minimum to establish primarily
the connection to lynching and infanticidn, Grimke gives us the portrait of Agnes
Milton — the black infanticidal mother of the NortBhronologically she is also the first
one to appear and claim political agency in a @di@y in African American literature
by women. While defending a black cause, her gjreseto advance it are not entirely
designed for blacks in mind only. This tendency sicome obvious later on as the
narrative progresses, to include Agnes Milton'&rence to, and ultimately a rewrite of
one of Rudyard Kipling’s short stories, followed lhgr maternal speech that is a lot
closer to models of white women'’s activist rhetoric

Agnes Milton is a twenty-five year old woman oftiigr skin who lives in a small

apartment, presumably in New York, with her husbdind She is a housewife while her
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husband is the bread winner with a prosperous carelke entertainment business. He
makes what he calls “easy money” by playing ragtioneglances in a troupe. He is quite
generous with his earnings, entrusting them fudlis wife. As the narrator informs us,
“he’d put his hand in his pocket and bring out sbmes a big, sometimes a little, wad of
greenbacks and toss it to her and she’d catchTitig Closing Door” 254)° The playful
gesture speaks of no financial difficulties or pbkeseconomic deterrence that might
threaten the couple’s comfortable lifestyle andifailiss. Agnes herself is a responsible
keeper of the family’s finances with knowledge ofahto spend wisely and save at the
same time for rainy days. She is also a compag&@aason who is “always giving a
nickel or a dime to some child, flowers or fruitasick woman, money to tide over a
friend” (“The Closing Door” 254 — 255).

The financial stability of the family and her geoes character make Agnes
Milton a representative of the middle class wittudlic profile resembling that of a
genteel lady.

Of the four black mothers that this study examideg)es Milton tops the social
and economic ranking of the hierarchy these wonoeny. This is a distinction that
complicates the explanation of her choice to ket bwn baby. Agnes Milton is not an
immediate victim of the system the way Graham’sstéisnd Morrison’s Sethe are. Her
runner up, Johnson’s Liza Pettigrew, is of a wogkttass family and has the
disadvantage to live in a southern town. This mai@gses Milton, in terms of exposure
to social and economic injustice, the most protéeteman of the four and the most
eligible for political activism in terms of secugmpublicity outlets for her views and

intervening with meaningful gestures of supportitiite life of other black people.
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Contrary to expectations, however, she turns obetthe most limited in terms of
delivering her maternal and political message ofgst across the spectrum of black
community members. This is not to undermine, howeabhe important first step that she
makes in channeling the problem for black commgoakideration.

An important addition to Agnes Milton’s genteel gties is her maternal attitude.
She accepts in her home a fifteen-year old “forlomattractive, homeless girl-woman”
(252) from whose perspective we learn the storkgres Milton. Lucy’s unfortunate
destiny, with the death of her father and a mottter could not afford to quit her job as
a maid in a rich family, send the girl from rel&tito relative until Agnes Milton opens
the door of her apartment for Lucy to come and Wt her and Jim.

The gesture of acceptance is indeed incrediblengike fact that “no binding
blood-tie” (252), in Lucy’s words, existed betwet@e two of them’ Grimke tries to
profit on the absence of kin relation in two wakscribing Lucy the function of the
narrator, Grimke strives to create a seeminglyaibje point of view. Technically Lucy
is an outsider with an insider’s access to the faaffairs of the Miltons — a privileged
position for a first-hand account of events in tlegitirety but not necessarily on their
veracity and fair interpretation. To borrow fromr&#te’s narratology, “The Closing
Door” operates on the principle of external focaiian that the reader confronfsThe
credibility of the narrator’s profile rests uporrtage of innocence (fifteen years of age),
her transitional stage between girlhood and womaadlfgirl-woman) that marks as well
her initiation into the gender dynamic of the femensphere and particularly through the

passage of motherhood, as we shall see later dheriow economic status, a marker of
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existence for so many black people, against whiehevaluates the merits of Agnes’s
giving soul.

It is precisely with the narrator’s inclusion irttee discourse on motherhood that
Grimke tries to gain the second benefit of extefoadlization. Agnes reveals to Lucy
different acts of maternity that, at first, ardime with the dominant discourse on
motherhood, only to confront severely its authdireEness later on. The acts vary from
noble and dedicated maternal articulations to gisra and disturbing disarticulations of
motherhood that threaten the integrative capaditii@practice of standard motherhood.

The friendly and caring attitude with which Agreecepts Lucy into her home
makes Lucy recognize her benefactor’s strong makémstinct defined as “a fine, free,
generous act” that illuminates the “the wonder-gyaif her soul” (252). Lucy is very
clear that it was “the mother heart” of Agnes thladwed pity and love for her. Thus,
Agnes becomes an idealized mother figure for ydurgy and a fine substitute for the
non-availability of her biological mother. This mlezation finds reflection on the
physical contrast between Agnes, the “othermotraard Lucy, her “adopted” daughter.
Agnes possesses “happy eyes” and a “soft voicee”iSlkgraceful” with “soft and silky
and black” hair, while her soul is “of shining bé&aand gayety” (257). When Agnes
announces to Lucy that she is expecting, Lucy desfi“The beauty of her face made me
catch my breath” (260). In contrast, Lucy, the-gidman, is “yellow, scrawny,
unbeautiful girl” and “forlorn, unattractive, andieless” (252).

The contrast between presence and absence of bbatween compassion and
generosity and their consumption, between middiescktatus and poverty, happiness

and misery, between leisure and work that the Adgives/Lucy projects is a good
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illustration of Grimke’s artistic principle of maicharacter selection. In “ ‘Rachel’ the
Play of the Month,” Grimke develops the thesis thairder to counter the stereotype of
“the darkey,” she looks to the well-educated, a@ltl) moral and ambitious people of
color who could best speak for the potential of¢blred people as a group. “I drew my
characters, then,” she writes, “from the best typeolored people” (415). The best type
of colored people should be placed in service béd, a Du Boisian echo of the
“talented tenth” and the doctrine of “racial uphfg,” perhaps affirmed in order to help
build a strong sense of communal belonging. Agaesdoubtedly the representation of
Grimke’s best type of colored people — or coloremen in this case — who has the task
to bring out in Lucy the best personal qualitieaximize her potential for social
development by turning this girl-woman into a mobkeick woman. Aspiration to reach a
higher level and emulation of a positive model i€y’'s way to absorb this uplifting
program. While the best type of person, Agnes, eggpbthermothering as a powerful
strategy to accommodate Lucy’s progress. But hoaylwill advance when confronting
conflicting versions of motherhood offered by Agmesiains to be seen.

Mothering the Kipling Way, Going Softly Under thé&a&

The days of Agnes’s maternal protection of Lucy afely duty to Jim are
marked by a state of happiness. Joyous laughtbyrdaened days, respectful and sincere
companionship are some of the dimensions of Agraeditside toward Lucy. And young
Lucy perceives this attitude as maternal perfectilbtwas the mother heart of Agnes that
had yearned over me, had pity upon me, loved méemgght me to live in the only
home | ever known,” Lucy confesses, and concluthegnes Milton is the only person |

have ever really loved. And Love her still” (256ucy admires maternalism professed as
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such and is convinced that it is a big part of Agjastate of incredible happiness. In her
eyes, Agnes’s true and pure happiness is almo#aimeable to others. This exceptional
state of happiness, acknowledged by Agnes, tapistential good prerequisite for the
positive experience of biological mothering, toar, Agnes announces one day to Lucy
that she is expecting. It would seem like a natpragression of Agnes’s happiness
grounded on expanding the base of motherhood aptimrt it is precisely this expansion
that decreases the level of happiness.

It is with the possibility for biological motherhddhat the aesthetic signs of
Agnes’s idealized beauty begin to fade. ShortlplefAgnes announces her pregnancy
to Lucy, the young girl-woman expressed a concbouawrinkles damaging the
immaculate smile and beauty of Agnes’s face. The pa the transformation of Agnes’s
case is clearly implanted as a foreshadowing effedttsomething troubling and
disturbing slowly creeps into Agnes’s maternal.[ffeucy is appalled by this physical
damage and wants to get to its source while Agmasts that it is too much smiling and
happiness that marked her face with wrinkles.

It is after Agnes informs Lucy of her pregnancyttsliae examines critically her
excess of happiness and begins to fear the stheing too happy. Biological maternity
intensifies the fear of being too happy, whichhas point is not directly socially
motivated but is rather a distinct product of wasléerary cultural influence.

In addition to being a representative of the higleesnomic class when
compared to the mother characters of Graham, Jahasd Morrison, Grimke’s mother
is also the most intellectual — another Grimke eaghon a character representing the

best type of colored people. This is also a corergnise of Grimke’s significant literary
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knowledge put to use in favor of her art. “| amasacious reader,” Grimke’s
autobiographical statement reads, “and possesstsmm®f a private library” (qtd. in
Hull 147). Grimke was well familiar with the classiand contemporary literature and
took English classes for some time at Harvardas Wwith this knowledge that Grimke is
capable to create Agnes the intellectual.

This authorial choice marks Grimke’s stark deviatimom the figure of the black
infanticidal mother in African American literatur@.None of the other three mother
characters subject to this study reads. Agnesstl@éctualism finds expression in
extensive engagement with British colonial literatuso, how does the black mother’'s
voracious pursuit of the written word tie into methood and the act of infanticide?

A great admirer of Kipling, Agnes owns ten volunaeé$is work and is well
familiar with their content. Under Agnes’s influend.ucy also discovers Kipling.
Having read him, as she claims, from cover to cavetbecomes an author that she, like
Agnes, loves. In this context, Agnes’s fear of tmach happiness is a direct borrowing
from Kipling’s “Without Benefit of Clergy,” a storgf a woman of India, Ameera, and
her English master, who lose their child, and shafter, Ameera, herself, dies of
cholera. Ameera, like Lucy, used to be very happy r@trospectively assesses the death
of her child as a punishment for being too happ \Wwer British lover and showing it
shamelessly on the roof terrace of her house uhdestars causing the wrath of God.
The death of Ameera’s son mars the harmoniousnbagined husband/wife relationship
and underlies rather the colonized aspect of Ameéatantity, who in choosing to keep

her lord and lover, essentially complies with theted position that the dominant
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colonial discourse ascribes to her. Her solutiorhfr and her partner is to “go softly
underneath the stars, lest God find us out” (“WithBenefit of Clergy” 231).

With this knowledge of feminine and maternal otlessidependent on and
adjustable to the colonizer’'s hegemony, Agnes tewiKipling’s story twice primarily
through the actions of Ameera in an attempt to skeelpower of her own maternal
agency.

The first rewrite is of temporal nature. AgnesdeAmeera’s story as a
precaution to avoid the consequences of being appyand decides to implement
Ameera’s later realization of going “softly undeatie the stars” even before the birth of
her child, in order to avoid a cruel payback fay touch happiness. The euphemistic
expression of “going softly underneath the statahds for the retention of a position of
silence and compliance associated with the westdtaral hegemony reserved both for
mothers and women of color. Agnes’s actual dematistr of this policy is reflected in
her switch to an introverted behavior where both dnd Lucy see and hear less of her.
She quickly slips behind closed doors to seek ptiate in seclusion or frequently uses
“Sh!” to tone down an outburst of laughter or disiage communication in favor of
protective silence. The policy of solitary confinemh and valued moments of constricting
communication to the point of silence substitute éiRcess of words and display of
emotions, but they hardly prove to serve as abigimodel for protected happiness in the
experience of motherhood. The model circumventdbitter race relations in America
and its power dynamic fails, once the South crogsése North as constructed in the
narrative to represent the black mother’'s matamatests. The Northern illusive shield

of protection breaks under the pressure of Agresisly history in the South.
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Half way through the text, we learn that Agnes dhicomes from the South with
her father and two brothers still living there. &grand her younger brother, Bob, are
constantly in touch through weekly correspondefree Tuesday, however, the letters
from Bob stop coming followed by her father’s tekm informing her that Bob died
suddenly and that Agnes should not come under iaciynastance. This tragic news and
puzzling explanation turns Agnes into “a changednan” (265) but the narrator
provides no clear explanation about the kind ohgeathat has incurred. It is with the
arrival with her older bother, Joe, that the mys&irrounding Bob’s death begins to
unravel.

Joe’s mission is to inform Agnes’s husband aboatréal cause of Bob’s death
while seeking his consent that a different versegarding Bob’s lethal end will be
presented in front of Agnes: The talks about the fake version and the reaysake
place at moments when Agnes leaves the room arsitgdke kitchen to tend to her
cooking and dinner preparations which she plarsetee to her family and guest. The
second time she leaves the room, she pretendshtbaoes to the kitchen while in reality
stands at the door and catches Joe’s real std@glot death:

An orderly mob, in an orderly manner, on a Sundaymmg — | am quoting the

newspapers — broke into the jail, took him outnglhim up to the limb of a tree,

riddled his body with bullets, saturated it withatoil, lighted a fire underneath
him, gouged out his eyes with red hot irons, bt to a crisp and then sold
souvenirs of him, ears, fingers, toes. His teettubht five dollars each. [...] He
is still hanging on that tree. — We are not allowe@tiave even what is left.” (“The

Closing Door” 272)
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The reason for the mob lynching was Bob’s refusadt off the sidewalk as a white man
passes. As a result, the white man decides to ®alsla lesson in white race respect.
The graphic description of the disfigurement arsirdimberment of the black male body
brings the interracial and intercommunal conflecthe forefront. Agnes’s subsequent
reaction of indignation and rage is already insmliin the context of black communal
allegiance and siding with the problems of blackit8erners.

What follows is a disarticulation of Ameera’s atlpbmodel of silence and
submission of colored women within an establishédevhegemony of racial difference.
The strategy “to go softly underneath the starsVese Agnes no longer. With its negation,
Agnes also rejects the genteel qualities of hezrésdized gender role — the angel in the
house, the wifely and maternal duties as currgrglyormed, the charitable public face.
Along with these breaks away the hope that integran the North is possible if
approached as imitation of preferred lifestyles aaldes.

Agnes’s first reaction, unlike the initial respens the mothers in Graham'’s,
Johnson’s, and Morrison’s texts, is a verbal owthref emotional, strong disagreement
with the violent and degrading handling of the abproblems. Her outburst is on the
border of despair and derangement, but at the samethe subject matter and the
overall argument are not far from the patterns bitevfemale activist speeches. Let us
not forget that Grimke created “The Closing Dot the pages of SangeBsrth
Control Review- a magazine with predominantly white female ancketo whom
Grimke could speak perfectly well given her eduwmratind good connections to white
families. But how can the speech become importabtack women and members of the

black community?
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Some commentators like Hull describe Agnes’s spesch “hysterical crying”
but miss the point to see it as a rhetorical dsadtion of the pattern of “protective”
silence on behalf of the black mother. Agnes isathlg one out of the four black mothers
subject to this study, who first presents herastn of the shameful practice of lynching,
in this case, followed further down by a politicabtivation for the coming act of
infanticide:

“Yes! — Yes! — I! — Il — An instrument of reprodimh! — another of the many! —a

colored woman — doomed! — Cursed! — put here! Hngilor unwilling! For what?

— to bring children here — men children — for thers — the lust — of possible

orderly mobs — who go about things — in an orderénner — on Sunday

mornings!” (“The Closing Door” 274).

The speech is fragmentary in nature, abundantalamations of disgust and
rebuke and a single rhetorical question to obwiaecycle of lynching in its social
reproduction. Nouns and participles prevail in thisorted syntactic unit while verbs,
although scarce, convey actions applied on “theemlirprecluding their possibility for
action and movement. The speech is an instanaxafihg the intersectionality of the
hegemony of biological reproduction with its fixegeanings for colored women and
children with the hegemony of vigilante justice dyaching, fixing meaning for black
males as fragmentary commercial objects, as Jasispaper summary indicatéis
names the exploitation of both male and femalekbtedies as performing in a cycle of
repetition while suppressing, through the very vimglof the hegemonies, the ability to
perform with a difference; it creates the awaremésdiminating proliferation of

positions on the syntactic axis of social relatioftss is the speech of the discontented
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hegemonized black mother of the North, who seelsh#tter the hegemonic power grips
by unmasking their negative structural effects Wwtsapport exclusively the racial
difference.

Agnes’s emotional outburst ends, as the narratorms us, with a statement
from a “seeress.” “There is a time coming — andhseavhen no colored men — no
colored woman — no colored child, born or unborh @ safe— in this country” (“The
Closing Door” 275) (italics mine) This is the cliotec moment of Agnes’s political
declaration that speaks of the absence of safetynagssence introduces safety as the
signifier of maternal politics that could bridgeetgender, age, and class gaps among the
members of the black community on a national leebther words, the declaration
aspires toward the construction of a counter heggmacross black communal lines. The
declaration is read on a prophetic level from aeofemale member of the black
community — the “adopted” daughter of the Miltobscy. And her take on the safety of
children remains to be seen.

The declaration also ends as a counterstatemémhé®ra’s action of “going
softly underneath the stars” and marks a decisigakup from the policy of silence and
muted presence. “There is no more need for silenoehis house,” Agnes concludes,
“God has found us out” (“The Closing Door” 275 terms of fictional audience, Agnes
delivers the declaration both in front of Southesrend Northerners to indicate that the
scope of the problem is bigger than a regionaleqadcy of handling relations of
difference based on racism and racialism.

Paradoxically, after the explosive speech thatttie knot between reproduction

and lynching as an absence of safety, Agnes’s \quiaekly loses public presence to be
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replaced, however, with a controversial action tigg the drapery of silence with its
formidable visual and psychological effect. Thisvisere the second rewrite of Kipling’s
“Benefit of Clergy” begins to take place, and islsattering in its radicalism.

“What Had Agnes Milton Wanted in My Room?”

After Agnes gives birth to a baby boy, she refusdsok at him or take care of
him. It is Lucy who takes the responsibility of eting Agnes’s discarded child. The
sex of the child plays a big role in Agnes’s choitke refusal to perform as the mother
of her son is in direct correlation to the sociapomenon of lynching. Agnes identifies
her newborn son with her dead brother, Bob, angept®on her baby boy the dreary
destiny of a Southern black male who is a potentaim of vigilante justice.

The rejection of motherhood goes along with tleaton of distinct spheres of
separation in the domestic space. Agnes inhabitewe bedroom, sharing it presumably
with her husband, while Lucy takes the baby inrbem. Lucy’s room becomes the
space of affirming motherhood. Note that it is tta@litional mother-child idealized type
of motherhood that is reminiscent of the religiddsdonna and, respectively, of the
socially sacralized discursive formation on motloedhthat Lucy embraces as a
surrogate parent. The baby is a restless butydité sleeper, a beautiful child to tend
to. And the surrogate mother seems fully devotatstoeeds.

Lucy performs her maternal duty with no interruptemd complaint; she checks
on the baby several times at night making sureflteas covered well in bed, and she
listens with immense joy to the lovely sounds & kneathing, sleeping baby. She creates

carefully the maternal space in Agnes’s home aedagés the level of duty and devotion
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to the needs of the child, similar to that of at@ian model mother. She has internalized
the maternal attitude of an earlier Agnes wittcampassionate and charitable approach.

This particular discursive mode of devoted andifieial mothering creates the
sharp contrast between Agnes’s politics of sodialgst motivated by the despicable
lynching culture and practices in the South andytsiexclusion of the shadow of
lynching from the maternal space that she hasexagt North for Agnes’s son. Lucy
tries to offer safety by not recognizing her mastinclusion into the discourse on
lynching. She does not inscribe her maternal fomcand the baby’s body into the social
and racial problematics of her time, nor does simsicler the political threat coming
from the biological mother. It is precisely thiggmpretation of safety that severs the
connection between maternity and other social ctsthat exceed the domestic terrain
which Agnes finds problematic in Lucy’s maternatfpemance.

Agnes enters Lucy’s maternal space twice: on@esaditary observer of her
baby that brings her to an emotional state of mawaaling both her love for the child
and the fear that if experienced, such love mayecata tremendous cost and unbearable
loss for her. She pleads to Lucy, crying, to tak@ythat cooing, smiling baby.

The second time Agnes enters the maternal spaeasnsbthers her child with a
pillow. Her act of infanticide directs the assaudt only against the innocent child but
also against the maternal space as a Victoriantmm®f maternal devotion and
respectability, as a space of domestic care, groteof life, preservation of a child’s
interests, and development of the child away frbenltarshness of social reality.
Infanticide becomes the negation of the hegemormgootl motherhood by rearticulating

one of its key elements — safety — in a differeaywProtection is brought to its radical
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form — overprotection — to give safety its newamag (safety = death) and at the same
time reclaim motherhood by revising it in a formtaway.

If Kipling’s Ameera wants to put her femininity anabtherhood in service of her
family, “First,” Ameera prays, “that | may die ihyt stead if thy death is demanded, and
in the second that | may die in the place of th&ltli223), Grimke’s Agnes avoids the
sacrifice of the mother (and wife) in order to gher maternal body agency. Agnes no
longer rejects motherhood but reenters it on hengeand conditions. She kills her son
because she fulfills her maternal duty constititedontingency of negative
reinforcement — the lynching of her own brothereé&ixted in Lucy’s room, which at this
point stands as a metaphor for model black motgeand a design for a model of
maternal space influenced by white maternal modejages publicizes her action,
turning it into a social affair, opening it up foommunal consideration.

Lucy does not condemn Agnes but perceives hetipated action, as she sees
Agnes enter the baby’s room with the door closiegibd her, as “something terribly
wrong” (280). Her thoughts are not an attempt tieiwle the type of motherhood that she
performs, although she sincerely misses the bdbgs but to recognize the necessity for
some sort of acceptable solution that would excthdestate of something being terribly
wrong.

Ultimately, Grimke decides for a tragic ending #ht Closing Door.” Unlike the
infanticidal mothers in Grahamlgs Morning, Johnson’sSafe and Morrison’8Beloved
who remain alive, some of them to see the consegsenf their social protest in the long
run, Grimke’s mother, Agnes Milton, dies. Althouigis difficult to determine when

exactly Agnes loses her sanity, it is certain #itdr the murder of her son, she gets sent
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to a mental institution where shortly after sheseasaway. We do not know the details
about who sent her or how Agnes ended in the mergadution. The stress is on the
presentation of Agnes’s death as a form of salmatibhe door has finished closing for
the last time — Agnes Milton is no more,” Lucy clutes, “God, | think, may be pitiful
after all” (“The Closing Door” 281). Agnes is savigdm her agony in death just like she
saved her child in death. But with similar intetpten, the question of involving black
women in political agency becomes problematic adaicy shifts the center of power to
God, while Agnes has made a stubborn effort totéoitan the feminine communal space
and beyond. We do not know how Agnes’s husbandanthiNnor how her father and
brother down South, react to the act of infanticlod it is not hard to imagine that a
strong reaction there undoubtedly will be. One mggy that the tragic finale dulls the
edge of Agnes’s maternal political interventionrbgsquerading it as a personal tragedy
that only God can sort out. But this might be synlimke’s rhetorical move for
gaining white women’s compassion, if we remembat the short story was originally
published inThe Birth Control Revieya journal run by white women with an
exclusively white female audience. The politicahgaction of motherhood between a
surrogate mother (Agnes) and a surrogate daudghtey) has been completed after all.
Lucy, who fills in the gaps of silence after themaer of the child with her story about
Agnes Milton, has passed on Agnes’s political agesidsafety, despite its controversial
status. Grimke’s infanticidal mother closes therdady after herself, but her surrogate
daughter opens it for further discussion.

With Grimke, the social construction of the empgndier safetyremains strictly

within the domain of black motherhood and femininieady to be transmitted into the
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bigger black communal space, and in essence, glreadhing it through the act of
narration and an audience that absorbs the naratfith Graham, Johnson, and
especially Morrison, the political value of thersifter safetyand its interpretation
circulates actively along intracommunal lines, agigg with other political centers of

communal authority to reach consensus decisiortee@meaning of safety.

NOTES

The recognition of Grimke’Rachelas a dramaturgical and theatrical success conthsroon her
contemporaries and present-day critics. Alain Lomké Mongomery Gregory, editors Bfays of Negro
Life, refer toRachelas “the first successful drama written by a Neaynd interpreted by Negro actors”
(414). InBlack Female Playwright¥Kathy L. Perkins callRachel‘the first twentieth century full length
play written, performed, and produced by blacky” (8

2 See Hull's chapter on Grimke @olor, Sex Poetry

% See Grimke’s “ ‘Rachel’ the Play of the Month: TReason and Synopsis by the Author’ in Sected
Works of Angelina Weld Grimké13 — 414.

* See Lillie Buffum Chace Wymon's letter to Grimkerh November 21, 1922, qtd. in Hull, 132 -133.

® The Birth Control Reviewvas edited by birth control activist Margaret Semg he magazine was
publishes monthly from February 1917 to 1940, kandggr resigned from her editorial position in 1929.
The magazine enjoyed good audience, especially gmbite women. Its policies and mission evolved
over time. It reflected initially a feminist positi on birth control that would empower women to mak
their own decisions on reproduction and providerthespectively with opportunities for economic,
educational, and political development. Later aamgdgr turned to eugenics, led by the assertiorthieat
poorer classes in America were reproducing at amraihgly high rate sinking even deeper into poverty
and posing a threat to the existing order. The miageconcern did not spare the women of color eithe
assuming that increase in their birth rates wotlallenge white supremacy in the future. Scholars of
Sanger, Ericka M. Miller for example, think thatiolately Sanger adopted a mixed position between
feminists and eugenicists by advancing racial nnafesm.

Grimke had a good reason to publish “The ClosingDin Sanger'8Birth Control Review
judging by a statement she made earlier regardnglayRachel According to Grimke, the one thing that
can make all women sisters is motherhood, and pictileg the difficulties involved for black mothers
under oppressive social conditions, she was hdpingn the hearts of white women in the name ofaloc
change. |, however, am interested in what Grimkersfwith “The Closing Door” to her community and
will not concentrate on the effects the text pragiion white female readers.
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Sanger invited Grimke to publish again in Bigh Control ReviewGrimke submitted
“Blackness,” another story of infanticide basedlwalynching of Mary Turner in 1918, but it goteejed.
Its revised version “Goldie” was published in thevdmber and December 1920 issues.

® All citations for “The Closing Door” come from ti&elected Works of Angelina Weld Grimid.
Carolivia Herron. New York: Oxford University Pred991.

"It is unclear how Agnes Milton learned about Licglight, but judging by the great number of her
mother’s relatives that Lucy mentions to have spiem with in order to survive, it must have been a
person from that circle to inform Agnes about Lugcsituation.

8 In Narrative Discourse: An Essay in MethdBerard Genette introduces the term focalizatoa a
selection or restriction of narrative knowledge arfdrmation. By developing degrees of focalization
Genette tries to conceptualize the difference betwss term and the more traditional terms sugboas
of view and perspective.

® Grimke is known to rely a lot on the techniqudashadowing in her fiction. Any of her three ghor
stories that feature lynching and infanticide, “T®lesing Door,” “Blackness,” and “Goldie,” display
copious use of the technique. Critics usually sreuke of foreshadowing as an obstacle to plot
development that results in unnecessary sentimemtaind a high level of predictability of narrative
events.

19 The theme of intellectualism in the form of reagand writing, and by extension institutional edias

is not a new one in African American literaturevbgmen. It is enough to recall Frances. E. W. Hasper
lola Leroywith the title character’s love for books and eatian or Pauline E. Hopkins's Sappho Clark in
Contending Forces: A Romance lllustrative of Nelgfe North and Southas well-educated and highly-
skilled woman. These are women who want to put edwes in service to the project of “uplifting the
race” while parallel to that they coin the imagehef New Negro Woman. This intellectual trend, hesve
is hardly seen at work for fictional black infamtial mothers.

M The fake story of Bob’s death that Joe planslteAgnes with the support of her husband and Licy i

concocted as a tragic apolitical incident. Bob gmgtsfishing in the woods, sleeps the night tharbis wet
clothes, catches pneumonia and dies.
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CHAPTER 1l
DARK MATERNAL VOICES, PROTEST DRAMA, AND THE MAKINGOF
POLITICAL SUBJECTS IN AFRICAN AMERICAN PLAYS BY WONEN

This chapter discusses two dramas by African Amaerizomen playwrights
written between 1929 and 1940. In terms of literagvement divisions, Georgia
Douglas Johnson'Safe(c.1929) and Shirley Grahanits Morning (1940) belong to the
Harlem Renaissance or to apply its rival and racitdvored periodiztion label, The
New Negro Renaissance Critics agree that the dramas make a significantribution
to the making of African American theatre. Femdbek playwrights and their plays, as
Gloria Hull in Sex, Color, Poetr\Elizabeth Brown-Guillory imheir Place on the Stage
and Cheryl Wall inWomen of the Harlem Renaissamoatend, deserve serious critical
attention, because their studies offer a decisivamacement in the reexamination and
novel perception of the New Negro Movement andtte of black women dramatists in
it.

My interest inSafeandIt’'s Morning has little to do with the artistic approaches,
aesthetic judgments, or analysis of the traditiditedary elements that confirm or reject
an already existing set of criteria for profilifgese dramas as unique and traditional
African American literary pieces. My interest lisdiscussing the choice of topic,
character development, and dramatization deviagsallow our examining the political
character of these works, and more specificallybeking of the political along

intracommunal (black) lines.

69



Parallel to that, | will trace how the issue of merthood and infanticide as strategies for
charting specific intacommunal policy intersecthwtite literary careers and intellectual
pursuits of Graham and Johnson as representativhe African American community
of writers at the time. This second line of anaysill shed light upon the making of
Graham’s and Johnson'’s literary cultural politiosl @s dual purpose to gain these
female writers literary recognition and proposaertideas for cultural unity and
consolidation of literary communal values. The pitref Graham’s “position of
authority,” to borrow her term, and the functionimiglohnson'’s literary salon, dubbed
The Saturday Nighterare interesting to investigate in order to unierd the specifics
of each woman'’s literary cultural politics as thessolved contemporaneously with and
against the leading ideologies of Locke’s “folk mha’ and Du Bois’s art as propaganda,
reflected into what he calls “race drama”. Both lzra’s and Johnson’s plays as well as
their literary cultural policies reveal the coiniafjpolitical subjectivities in the turbulent
literary and social climate of the late 1920s dreldtart of the 1940s in America.
Central to my study of the political is the maiffinfanticide and the infanticidal
mother. Both Georgia Douglas Johnson and Shirl@h@n — and to my knowledge they
did this independently of each other, althoughghspossibility exists that Graham
might have been familiar with Johnson’s projecte thee figure of the murderous mother,
who prefers to execute her own children insteagkofling them into slavery somewhere
else (t's Morning) or potentially losing them to an enraged lynchimgb Safg. Even if
the acts of infanticide in both dramas happen s, the audience always receives a
brief but detailed graphic account of the tragiervand learns the maternal explanation

for the perpetration of this horrific act. Whetlteis Cissie slitting the throat of her
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daughter Millie in an attempt to prevent Millie’'ale down the river to a stern master
with a sexual appetite for young flesh, as the pfd@hirley Graham’$t’s Morning

reveals, or Liza Pettigrew’s strangulation of hewborn baby boy as a fearful reaction to
the prospect of lynching when her son grows ugi;@srgia Douglas Johnsorafe
indicates, the infanticidal mothers remain adanmadiefense of their action and use the
same argument to justify their violent behaviorey¥Ieclaim that they provide safety for
their children. The children are safe from therbw of slavery and lynching when they
do not have to live through it; they are safe wtiezy are dead.

It is this maternal claim, in the first place, thedds me to the examination of
Johnson’sSafeand Graham’#’s Morning as plays that define political subjectivities and
the working of the political within the black commities. | do this through the lens of
Ernesto Laclau’s political theory of hegemony anthacipation. This necessitates the
reading of the acts of infanticide as non-lingaigtiements that help disarticulate the old
concept of safety as regulated by the discursiuestres of motherhood, slavery, and
the practice of lynching and the articulation of trew concept of safety that has the
capacity to mobilize political action and urge uration of differential positions across
intracommunal lines. The climactic point in polgienobilization highlights the moment
of communal consensus and decision making in tteetibn of achieving the desired
moment of communitarian unity or experiencing teese of totality.

It is only in Toni Morrison’s highly acclaimed ndvBeloved that we receive the
most-detailed account of how decision making andraonal consensus grows on a

terrain wrought with controversy and full of trapisundecidability when a chilling event
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such as infanticide takes place and sends emotillahlwaves across the fabric of the
entire community.

Morrison’s literary precursors, however, are iastental in uncovering and
charting the mechanism of the political organizaiwd the social. When confronted with
the act of infanticide, the fabrics of Graham’sitioal slave community and Johnson’s
fictional segregated black community foregroundrti@mment of communal ruptures that
serve as barriers in experiencing communitariaimésk. These are moments that
illustrate the disintegration of the old centergammunal unity by pointing out their
defects and inability to sustain a collective sbfmemation. To repeat Laclau’s statement,
they register the presence of an absence discernilthe structural unifying points. To
compensate for this absence, attention shouldrbedteither to the introduction of new
centers or to the revision of old structural centerboost the unifying effects that create
the feeling of communitarian fullness. As we knawaclau’s term for these centers is
empty signifiers. In both JohnsorBafeand in Graham’#’s Morning, this empty
signifier issafetyand its morphological relative “safe.” This emptgnifier is not
exclusively new to the discursive structure of neotiood, but it is new in ascribing to it
a political function to unite not only women andtimers but as many different members
of the black community as possible. It is the mothattempt to enter the domain of
politics and the political by pushing a reinterpretirame for the constitution of the
maternal. This is the black maternal contributioihte social construction of the empty
signifier safety

Contemporaries of Johnson and Graham and latersdnave place&afeandit’s

Morninginto the category of protest drama. The term itsefiresses a cultural and
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social awareness about the political task of suatksv According to theater historian
James Hatch, the genre of protest drama consist®aubgenres — antislavery plays
and anti-lynch plays. Both labels could be acclyapplied to Graham’#f’s Morning,
an example of an anti-slavery drama, and John&afs a fine sample of an anti-lynch
drama. We already know that the acts of severeoégfibn, human denigration or sexual
assault, structure the protest response of angigladrama, according to Kathy A.
Perkins, and the execution of lynching ceremonmesylting in the loss of human life
have a major impact on the dramatic action in Bmich dramas, as Judith L. Stephens
contends. A similar characterization of antislavang anti-lynch dramas share more in
common with the Du Boisian notion of “art as propada” rather than with Alain
Locke’s idea of “folk drama” which professed intgtren the quotidian life of ordinary
black people but remained disinterested in dematatial tensions. Both Graham and
Johnson were aware of the political weight theyeamrtting in their texts. Johnson
contributed to the NAACP’s anti-lynching campaigndubmittingSafe while Graham
wrotelt's Morning guided by her quest for a position of authorityhwi the field of
African American dramaturgy and on the black ietilal scene. Upon closer
examination of the literary constructionlgé Morning andSafe however, it becomes
obvious that they display traces of both Du Boisiad Lockean theatre ideologies to
fulfill their political agenda.

Scholarly Criticism on Protest Drama and Grahamt$ dohnson’s Participation in the

Genre
Before advancing my argument, it is worth sketglont the critical work done

by scholars of protest drama in general, but alsceimportantly, to present the existing
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interpretations of Grahamlss Morning and Johnson’Safein order to see what these
readings are systematically undermining in thesssent of the political content of
protest dramas written by two African American plaghts.

In his studyA Beautiful Pageant: African American Theatre, Degarand
Performance, 1910 — 192David Krasner states that African American dramthe first
two decades of the twentieth century expressadaisernity in the desire tdaransform
the image of black culture from minstrelsy to sepbated urbanity(10). It sought to
create a new positive image of racial identity daobsn the principle of self-
representation. Krasner views this as an attemgstiablish cultural legitimacy. He
concludes that “cultural legitimacy and social ondg became necessary tools in the face
of racism and the demand for group redefinitior8)(Protest drama in this context is
instrumental for gaining cultural legitimacy andrgng racial solidarity by naming and
exposing white racism. Both Grahanit's Morning and Johnson’Safeportray instances
of white racism but fail to convince black critiaad intellectuals, and ultimately the
black community, that these are texts capable rofifay a spirit of racial solidarity and
collective racial awareness. The negative commesténat these plays received had to
do with the depiction of the black mother as a sewf violence and the act of
infanticide as a troublesome representation of ok people are. Johnson’s and
Graham’s dramas never rose to prominence, and lbtrega entire careers as
playwrights for a number of reasons entered a geasfcritical oblivion.

This trend of critical neglect prevailed for queeme time until the spread of
feminist criticism in the 1980s brought back thenes and works of Johnson and

Graham for deserved reassessment and criticaltigagen. To give an illustration of
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how serious the problem with critical oblivion wéss worth noting Judith L.
Stephens’s observation about the genre of anthlytays of which Johnson is a major
representative. “There is no single study,” Steghg#aimed in 1992, “which focuses on
the anti-lynch play as a dramatic genre and whatudhents its place, since at least 1858,
in American theatre history” (“Anti-Lynch Plays Bfrican American Women” 331F.
Graham, on the other hand, remained in the shadtvrasecond husband, W.E.B. Du
Bois, and as a result Graham scholarship focusdeplater days of domestic and
international political activism rather than traginer steps as a dramatist and musician.

The scant scholarship on Graham and Johnson asngays and protest
dramatists creates research problems when it camtésir two plays that are the focal
point of this study. There are only three scholsekts that engage bo8afeandlt’s
Morning directly, and an insufficient number of articleslaanthology prefaces dedicated
to Johnson’s and Graham’s dramaturgical venturdgahtical themes of their art with a
brief coverage of each play among other things. l&tter group of sources — short
studies, books, and anthology introductions — effgneral reviews of the playwrights’
work rather than detailed studies of particularéry pieces. Under similar scholarly
circumstances, the political potential of the mofifnfanticide and the figure of the
infanticidal mother remain largely unexplored ovesely limited to the struggle of the
black people against racial oppression. The blackvehite dichotomy powered by the
victim and resistance narrative of minority litena criticism is, in great measure,
responsible for the interpretation of the two plays

In a number of articles that examine Johns&@aiteand Graham’$t’s Morning

jointly, the arguments take three distinct femitygtes of interpretation to explain the
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function of the murderous mother characters ancthef infanticide. The first type of
feminist reading rests on the notion of double nmaigzation of women of color that
renders them and their children at the bottom efsthcial structure with virtually no
prospect for improvement of their social and ecorastatus. This condemnatory social
status, combined with the lack of prospect forftitare, makes these women arrive at
startling maternal decisions as an expressionedf Hopelessness and rejection of their
social immobility. Although analytically correchis brand of feminism tends to produce
epistemological observations framed on a dichottmyeases the readers to quickly
position themselves in relation to moral justicesiding with the weaker member of the
opposition. The victim/villain format controls tflew of analysis and the conclusions of
this type of feminist reading. Thus, for Joyce Mgfgraham’dt’'s Morning and
Johnson’sSafe“feature heroines who refuse motherhood and/ddiaring because
they cannot bear the alternative of birthing ansimg a child in a culture that
discriminates on the basis of class, race, gend€he Refusal of Motherhood” 115).
Meier contends that the alarmist maternal actidrieeblack women depicted in these
plays “often relate to their realization of powesdaess as mothers” (“The Refusal of
Motherhood” 118). Her version of criticism, exemplaf the victim/villain format,
privileges the significance of the present his@rimoment in the lives of the black
mothers (sexual and economic exploitation of ferstdges and lynching of black males)
in order to read them as helpless victims. Thaza@bn of powerlessness against
discrimination and hopelessness to rectify soaijaistice fuels the maternal acts of
violence. At this point, Meier constructs not jastictim position for the fictional black

mothers in the two plays, but a stark victim positione that has been intensified
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simultaneously by the narrative rendition of thesaaf infanticide and by the critical
interpretation of the acts as acknowledgementkepblitical stasis of the maternal
position. Activism is shifted in the hands of tleeninist critic and the readers who,
unlike the helplessness of the black mothers, bay@ower to expose the mechanism of
oppression and create conditions for intoleranaaafm and sexism. Parallel to that,
echoing perhaps the approach of the playwrightseMeeates the image of the villain in
the face of repressive white patriarchal structures

Over all, this type of criticism delivers imminamisults for the (black) feminist
cause by pointing to the social structures thatraobvious need of corrective policies.
The drawback, however, is also evident: the emphasvictimization equates, more
often than not, the state of black motherhood withstate of powerlessness and
despondency. As such, this state cannot offer amyugtive framework for resistance.
Black mothers have virtually no access to any pqeant to disrupt the system, and the
act of infanticide is precisely a confirmation big political objectification and social
paralysis. This type of feminist criticism clamdos a sympathetic, fair, and ethical
attitude towards the victims of patriarchy and sati As such, it is feminism with limited
political vision, because it fails to register fa# spectrum of political dividends, and
losses of course, that black womanhood and motbdrban offer in moments of
institutionally and socially inflicted traumas.

In “Disrupted Motherlines: Mothers and DaughtersiGenderized, Sexualized,
and Racialized World,” highly influential black td and playwright Elizabeth Brown-
Guillory examines the motif of infanticide in bladkama by embarking on the same line

of feminist criticism that inspired Joyce Meieriiele four years latet Brown-Guillory
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reads Grimke'Rache] Johnson’'Safe and Graham’#’s Morning as literary documents
that address the injustices of slavery and lynchimdjct patriarchy, and most
importantly, to use Brown-Guillory’s critical langge, reveal “the victimization of black
women” (198). The black mothers in the three textsprding to Brown-Guillory, feel
“voiceless” and “invisible.” Their “perception obprerlessness” is linked not only to the
pressure of contingency, but is also a reflectibthe mothering style, values and
teachings of the older generation of women. Thekotaothers resort to violence against
their children as a result of the presence of araged view of motherhood” (199) that
circulates in the black community. As daughters,ittfanticidal mothers have inherited
or copied the damaged view of motherhood from thigilogical mothers or
othermothers. Brown-Guillory contends that “womearh how to mother from their
mothers, either biological or surrogate, and winenléarning process is obstructed,
feelings of hopelessness or powerlessness ardergtsfrom mothers to daughters”
(200). The critic sees the acts of infanticide assalt of “transference of negative
mothering” (200) that is indicative of the dissipatof the entire black community.
Thus, Brown- Guillory identifies the problem ofamticide as a glitch in mother-
daughter relationships that could be fixed by etating the highly problematic versions
of motherhood and restoring the positive, desirafibelels of black motherhood to
illustrate communal perseverance and preservdtiamm this perspective, the question of
safety and motherhood concerns primarily womeacaitt be regulated within the smaller
female community circle comprised of mothers anggtiéers only and does not
necessitate any male intervention. Her reading®infanticidal motif and the

playwrights intentions concludes as follows: “The&gywrights suggest that mothers,
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with the help of othermothers, ultimately can sthadr daughters (and sons too) by
teaching them to persevere at making a place @nselves in society, despite difficult
or even impossible odds” (205).

It is debatable whether Johnson, Graham, and Grimeke trying to expose the
models of damaged motherhood in their plays arettipublic attention toward the
benefit of practicing some positive models of matiginstead, as Brown-Guillory
contends. What is more obvious is the black feroate’s desire to steer her
interpretation toward what | shall call a survigalbrand of feminist criticism that
celebrates the heroic maternal effort to standresgail odds. This survivalist brand of
black feminist criticism, as Brown-Guillory’s argemt suggests, flourishes upon
approved survivalist solutions of motherhood th@tanly carry on victoriously the torch
of resistance but also heralds the news that #@ndiof normal, functioning motherhood
is attainable, that its achievement will make ael#or black mothers and their children
in American society.

Thus, similar to Meier, Brown-Guillory evokes thietim/villain format of
feminist criticism, but unlike Meier, she is caredibout its negative effect that this
format produces in terms of mothers’ political vidy. She is aware of the entrapment of
political agency ascribable to the infanticidal et when turned merely into victims
and is quick to divert in order to avoid a critiaalpasse. She resorts to the discussion of
“bad” and “good” models of motherhood to keep dflibe idea of productive cultural
hereditary models between mothers and their datgtitat appear to be essential for the

proper functioning of the whole community.

79



In a more recent study, Laura Dawkins discuses&n'’s, Johnson’s and
Grimke’s infanticidal mother figures as charactie help achieve the writers’ political
goal to “replace the [Christian] ideal wfater dolorosd...] with the ancient images of
maternal authority” (223-224). Dawkins refers te thythical and ancient literature
images of Lilith and Medea to illustrate the foraiide power potential of the murderous
mothers. In referencing ancient images of matean#iority, Dawkins argues that the
black women writers have created mothers “who @nalsaneously powerful and
powerless, defeated and defiant,” and in doinglsHarlem Renaissance writers have
“radically revise[d] their post-Reconstruction puesors’ Christian images of African
American motherhood” (224). Dawkins reads the maftihfanticide as a revisionist
image of black motherhood capable of acute critioid the servitude of the previous
generation of black female writers who bow to therahand ideological dogmas of
white motherhood incarnated in the Christian vidunater dolorosa. The trope of
infanticide, in other words, foregrounds the getienal disputes between post-
Reconstruction and Harlem Renaissance women weatsyat black motherhood. It
articulates the position of rejection of racial erail servitude voiced by the later
generation of women writers in favor of an apprafwe, according to Dawkins, yet
annihilating maternal agency. Unlike Meier and Bne@uillory, Dawkins acknowledges
the power of the infanticidal mother but is quiokpoint out that this is a tragic and self-
destructive power, even if it shows some subveragency. Thus, Graham’s, Johnson'’s,
and Grimke’s political accomplishment carries ndHar weight other than suggesting
that “Western models of motherhood disempower atchip black mothers” (227).

Ultimately, the infanticidal mother for Dawkinssgmultaneously a victim and a villain;
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neither a martyr nor a monster. Her action revaalabsence of a new discourse on
motherhood, which would serve as “an alternativihéosacrificial maternity within
Western hegemony” (236). Such a discourse remamatarnal utopia as the act of
infanticide testifies to it.

Dawkins acknowledges the agency of the black irdalal mother but
contextualizes it in a blend of religious mytholayd Greek drama. The return to
ancient and mythical sources of feminine power tmayithin easy reach for oppressed
women to imitate, a seductive thought in the catiaind, but all such actions offer at
best is an inversion of power by favoring matrigraehthe expense of patriarchy. The
problem of betting too much on formidable feminarecient powers is, as Biblical
mythology and ancient Greek literature teach we, ttHith will always come back to
snatch more innocent children and terrorize thelgvBociety with the primordial fear of
child loss. While Medea, if we take Euripides amedstick, will always leave
triumphantly on a chariot, heading into the opeieskonce she accomplishes her
revenge against her unfaithful husband but victariking Jason by killing their two sons.
® In addition, neither Medea nor Lilith can preclutie cycle of systemic violence and
abuse of power that sparked their aggressive meecin the first place. Their mythic
feminine and maternal power is part of the violeand abuse rather than a tenable
solution to it. Thus, by referencing the powerha# black infanticidal mothers to that of
the ancient mythical mothers, Dawkins is boundpeak of utopian maternal visions in
the end. The search to establish a precursor cbandietween ancient formidable

feminine power and its modern manifestations mékaskins experience the lure of

81



traditionalist feminism, if we can label her anadythis way, and then escape
conveniently again into the victim/villain model.

It is with these thoughts in mind that | seek dedtdnt and hopefully more
satisfying solution to the employment of the mofiinfanticide, the murderous mother,
and their political function in Grahamfss Morning and Johnson’Safe My reading
may also enrich the standard perception of prableshas as obviation of interracial
irreconcilable conflicts by adding the dimensiortledse conditions that create the
possibility for strong communal unity among the nhbems of the oppressed group. If
indeed Johnson’s and Graham’s dramas illustrate[&$iof struggle” as Judith L.
Stephens would say, or whether they communicaseistdined vein of struggle,” as
Trudier Harris would explain, they function as saktle to the political intervention of
the infanticidal mothers in the construction of @repty signifiersafety It is through the
construction of such empty signifiers, Laclau agurehis theory of hegemony and
emancipation, that politics and the political beegpossible in our lives. Both Cissie in
It's Morning and Liza inSafeprovide us with an insight into how black mothers
participate in construction of the empty signifsafetythrough the act of infanticide and
how they become instrumental in the organizatiothefcommunal space in a structure
that will allow pursuit of the community’s own desifor communitarian fullness.

Laclau argues that an empty signifier only emefgdkere is a structural
impossibility in the signification as such, andyiilthis impossibility can signify itself
as an interruption (subversion, distortion, et€the structure of the sign” (37). That is,
the limits of signification can only announce thetwes as the impossibility of realizing

what is within those limits — and if they can bgrsified in a direct way, they would be
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internal to signification and hence would not leils at all. In order to be true limits,
they have to be always antagonistic. It is thewsiohary logic that introduces the
ambivalence within a system of difference congiuby those limits.

With the shocking act of infanticide, we have a4hioguistic element brought
into an already existing discursive structure dafiglorelations. Infanticide is the element
that is external to the structure; it is one thimgt defines the structure as structure by
marking its boundary. By killing their children glnfanticidal mothers point to that
external element against which the constitutiothefstructure acquires its meaning and
definition. Infanticide is also the element thadeénes the subject position of the
infanticidal mother in relation to the structurdn€lnew subject position in which the
infanticidal mother finds herself threatens thegmity of the established system of
differential positions by annihilating, or at minimm, transforming the sanctioned subject
positions within the system in a way that has theeptial to subvert the system’s
foundation and jeopardize its smooth operation.

For example, Cissie in Grahanit's Morningis no longer the slave mother
whose job is to multiply the master’s property lwirgg birth to a free labor force and
offering herself as free labor, but a formidablstdeyer of the master’s property and an
overly protective mother to her child. Liza, in &isbn’sSafe acts in a similar fashion
when strangling her newborn baby boy. She disttesystem of controlled racial
differences upon which the post-Reconstructioni¢adir American society had emerged.
It is from this new subject position that she guest the normalized practice of lynching
in America shortly after the Reconstruction eradi&’'s and Liza’s new social

positionality is determined by a moment of contimgyeto which they actively contribute
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as well. Cissie’s fourteen year-old daughter’sidgss a part of a last minute
arrangement made by the old master, who has gomartand has to sell some of his
most valuable property to keep the plantation snHands; Cissie jeopardizes that deal by
slitting the throat of her daughter and convenientiderlying the process of structural
dislocation and dispersion of elements. This witha for the articulation of structural
signifiers, also known as nodal points, to take@la a new way.

Similarly, Liza vehemently reacts to the lynchirfgaoyoung black man, who is
chased on the streets to be hanged by an enragetbniatting his white employer. By
a process of identification of what might happethia future to her newly born son, she
transforms the nature of the black maternal pasitiathe system as well as attempts to
cancel what cultural historian Grace Hale in hadgton lynchingMaking Whiteness
calls the entertainment aspect and body part @rttgurofit value that goes with the act
of lynching.

Thus, the infanticidal mothers introduce a logiadference that is not integrated
into the social system for its proper functionabtyd production of totalizing effects, but
rather serves as an external limit that poseseathio the very systematicity of the racist
system. The maternal interpretation of the signgafetyas protection in death is uttered
precisely from the limit zone of the system thabate makes possible the existence of
the system, with all its recognized differentialues, and reminds the viewer of its
condition of impossibility, of never being abledffer a full closure.

To follow Laclau’s theoretical insights, it is thidference that is displayed as an
external difference to the system, which in turiphgenerate the logic of equivalence

among the differences that make the system an ptttenpreserve those differences
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against an external threat. As a result they tthisdogic of equivalence as an attempt to
unite against the perceived external threat.thésmoment of this canceling of the logic
of differences at the expense of the logic of egl@nce that creates the political unity
around a number of powerful empty signifiers. Gralsdt’s Morning and Johnson’s
Safedocument the time before a certain logic of edeivee in regard to infanticide gets
raised among the different members and groupssHi€s slave society and Liza’s era of
lynching. What the two dramas foreground is thedttions under which such an
equivalential logic can emerge. With the act o&ntfcide, the murderous mothers try to
shift the focus from maternity and motherhood, siining that directly applies to women,
their reproductive capacities and parental duteethe question of safety, an element
with the capacity for application to all membersl @noups of the oppressed. This is the
important condition that makes the black motheigil@dé for political work and
communal organization. They have already made toh=instruct their political
subjectivity grounded in antagonistic exclusivitydaoss a challenge among the ranks of
their community for the plausible construction giiezalential chains that will inevitably
deal with not just the maternal, but the commualstruction of the sigeafetywhose
new signified will be an expression of social uratgng intracommunal lines first and
above all. The key to how different members becaotwe in negotiating the new
meaning for safety lies in MorrisonBeloved while her literary precursors Graham and
Johnson only hint at the tremendous effort requimgdifferent participants to build such
a communal consensus.

Shirley Graham antt’s Morning

In a letter to Du Bois dated September 8, 1938|8hGraham expressed her

85



opinion that the problem with establishing and ggtpring a true Negro art resided in the
hands of black creators themselves. She declargaitigul intention to deliver such
recognizable art. “Gradually,” Shirley Graham wrdtebelieve | can break through the
barriers. And this is the only hope for real depeh@nt of the Negro in the theatre. Some
one of us must be in a position of authority. Utltdt happens we get no plays produced
and most of our acting is turned into burlesq(e.”

The letter marks her interest in theatre, where lgheea significant number of
black leading intellectuals, saw the opportunitygach black audiences in a fairly
accessible format, mainly through college and comtystages and performances. She
aspired toward the creation of quality art workt tiauld no longer serve the needs of
white producers and audiences but would paint lgstiegpicture of the development of
black talent in America and would represent thelbleommunity for what it is. Perhaps
more importantly, the letter speaks of her confadeas a playwright and as someone
who would have the lead in the formation of bldog&atre. This declaration is important
because it comes from an aspiring female playwnigtit no less confidence than that of
a black male leading intellectual. Indeed, ShiBegaham, much in the spirit of Du Bois’s
dream of “the talented tenth,” speaks of the plaghtrbeing in a “position of authority”
to discredit and perhaps erase the deceptive imkihe race built through the genre of
burlesque’

The “position of authority,” at least from the timéGraham'’s career as a
dramatist and before her marriage with Du Bois,titigo far beyond the creation and
production of a limited number of plays. She waddas successful with their

publication. Only one drama was then publishedpideshe fact that she was quite active
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in seeking publicatiofi.Scholars agree that her biggest artistic sucetates to the
creation of the first black operfpm-Tomand its production at the Cleveland Stadium in
Ohio in 1932. Of course, her playwright heritagma@s far less significant and less
studied. As a result, Graham’s position of autlydotr her contemporaries and later on
for scholars of her work is closely associated Wi skills as a composer and musician.
But in the context of this study, Graham’s posit@f-authority statement has a
significant appeal. Graham phrased this statermeb®38, at the beginning of her
academic career at Yale, where she was able to flearcraft of playwriting and
directing, thanks to sponsorship coming from theddwald Fund® It is during the same
two-year period, 1938-1940, while Graham was aeYhaht she wrotd#’s Morning. Thus,
the question of “position of authority” could beasll related to her creation tfs
Morning. To what extent and how does this particular plagdme an expression of the
author’s position of authority? The political aspether position-of-authority statement
in connection to her role as an artist is quiteiobs as | suggested earlier.
The execution of Graham’s position of authorityagdaywright promises to give the
Negro theatre some safety from a degrading buleatjan. Just like Cissie, the
infanticidal mother, who claims to have given satether killed daughter Millie,
Graham attempts to mother the black theatre irogeptionist manner. It is this “position
of authority” as non-oppressive but rather protectind consensual in character, through
adoption and recognition by other playwrights, timates it applicable to Laclau’s
theory of hegemony and emancipation.
First, let's give Shirley Grahamigss Morning a closer look to see how the

political, as conceptualized through infanticiderks in the play; then we can elaborate
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on how Graham'’s “position of authority” does itdipcal job in the context of emerging
black theatre.

Shirley Graham open$s Morning with a special note on African languages,
meaning the changing of elements in African Amaridalects, the black biblical mode
of homiletic and other expression, and those irsthging of spirituals:

The dialect int’'s Morning is not uniform. It is not intended to be. Many

American languages express different meanings aggés in pitch and volume.

The most primitive of American Negroes indicatg@lstichanges in meaning by

changing vowel sounds. Also, the old type of Nggeachers used a biblical

mode of expression which cannot be expressed ieadid he song used in Scene

I, “Ah want Jesus to walk wid me,” is one of thie@st of the Spirituals. As are

most of these older songs, it is in the minor mddiesic for the other lyrics is

original and harmonizes with the theme of the play.
(Opening note tdt's Morning)

With this opening note, Graham wants to put thelaas[s on language,
especially on the phonetic and tonal aspects. Vtnaekformations, tone, and volume
become major devices for semantic transformatidhts is very similar to the
Bakhtinian concept of double-voicedness that Is¢eved as a foundation to Gates'’s
influential theory, designed specifically to located identify the black tradition from
within language and indigenous African heritaggsthham aims at triggering a semantic
shift based on material linguistic markers, shedseecontext that will best reveal the
production of semantic shifts in the content oflthguistic unit. In other words, in terms

of plot, she will need an event and a charactantiiibcreate what Laclau calls a
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“structural dislocation” to cast a spotlight on t@representable within the existing
discursive order, the thing that disrupts and delstas the symbolic order. This is
precisely the function of the infanticide committeglthe mother. And in order to give
that structural dislocation some political meanitngre will have to be a communal
response to the social effects such a structusidatition produces. The shift in meaning
based on phonetic and tonal changes should bdlgquagpable, grasped as a different
meaning.

The second factor that Graham considers impoftarthe conceptualization of
the Negro theatre is the reference to the Bibheatle of expression, as we learn from the
introductory note tdt’'s Morning. The authoritative Biblical discourse is usually
employed to defend the actions of black communigyners against white oppression.
This is also the case Itis Morning. The evocation of the Biblical discourse arguesafo
timeless and universal arrangement of the strulguodlem caused by infanticide. Even
though by religious definition the event is of sihhature, the dead child is innocent and
will be safe in the bosom of the Lord. The actrd&nticide, however, is not labeled a sin,
and the infanticidal mother is not defined as asinHowever, the religious discourse
cannot accommodate the redefined maternal meanhisgfety as death by murder. It can
only accommodate the victim of the murder. Thusthgyend of the play, Graham
gradually obscures the importance of the Biblicgatdurse in favor of an expected civic
communal debate about the future of the infantlawiather and the meaning of safety.

The third element that Graham emphasizes in tinedactory note tdt’s
Morning is the role of song. She speaks of spiritualsahdr original songs that create

the fabric of the African American culture. Grahaarself has received her musical
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education from a number of places and institutesm&er biographers tell us. In Paris, she
learned the music of different African countriesHaward University she advanced her
studies in music and then headed to Morgan Statedgean Baltimore to continue her
education. In 1935 she received her master’s degneisic from the conservatory at
Oberlin College, Ohio™

The use of music ift's Morning also produces an ironic message because,
depending on the perspective of the listenersaiksithe moment of freedom for the
slaves and celebrates the moment of safety thanfteticidal mother thought to have
achieved for her daughter.

By reading Graham'’s position of authority throubh lens of the introductory
note tolt's Morning, it becomes evident that Graham, the playwrigkp)ats the
material aspects of the sound as they exist inuagg and music to establish her power
as a cultural politician and black dramatist. Hisfon for the development of authentic
Negro theatre rests on the exploration of folk elata and speech patterns already in
circulation among black people, and through thésments, she tries to create a safe
medium for black drama. When coupled with the pketuliarities and characterslirs
Morning, Graham’s safe medium becomes a mixture of Lockiedkdrama” and Du
Boisian “art as propaganda.” She uses both rivelrtes, but the articulation of this
mixture remains a strictly feminine affair, basedtbe discussion of troublesome
motherhood and its capacity to politicize the comaiwsubjectivities.

The action ift's Morning takes place during slavery and the second yeidueof
Civil War on the eve of the enactment of LincolEsancipation Proclamation. It is the

last day in December, 1862, a dating which helggh&m create a historical protest
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drama, safely removed from the hot issues of hey izt significantly pungent to address
racial and social injustice. The Emancipation Rao@tion becomes effective on the
MOIrow.

Cissie, the slave mother it's Morning, has just learned that in order to settle the
debt incurred during the absence of her husband,hak gone to war, the mistress of the
plantation has to sell some slaves to a cruel and imaster down the river. The master is
ready to close the deal, provided he receives tieestave whom he desires, Millie,
Cissie’s teenage daughter. Cissie learns the sasl that her daughter will be taken early
in the morning and returns to the cottage, a “nmdéiss figure” with “one hand hiding her
face, the other hanging listlessly at the sides Morning 213). Her daughter is still in
the fields and has no idea that she will have dedeher mother and this plantation to go
serve a different master on the next day, the Haysproclaimed by Lincoln to be free.

It is in this predicament that the other slavesd fCissie, try to react on the
upcoming event, and discuss the imminent motheglaaun tragedy.

Graham has opted for peculiar camp arrangementeleetthe members of the
slave community involved in the discussion of G&sproblem. On the one hand, there
is a group of two young female slaves and one alagnan, who are extremely
sympathetic to Cissie’s predicament. The youngenamm Rose and Phoebe, describe
disturbing details from the business transactidween the mistress of the plantation and
the villainous slaveholder, who threatened to stadine mistress to death if he did not get
Millie girl. To them he is “lak a beast dat’s scemtfresh young meatlt{s Morning 214).
Cissie herself was there, too, and saw how his$i&odch huh [Millie’s] golden breast”

(It's Morning 214). The older woman, Aunt Sue, provides theidratpry of Cissie’s life,
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which explains why now the mother stands motionlesa state of horror etched upon
her face. As a young girl, the story goes, Cissas strong, beautiful, and slender; she
“nevah walk, jus’ prance an’ run about the placg) until one day the overseer took
advantage of her to show her who was in chargesi€@ontinued to suffer the overseer’s
endless humiliation; one day he kicked her withfoct while she was still pregnant.

Cissie’s painful experience with the overseer ithatvery center of her current
state of horror; it is the very thing that rendees weak and seems to paralyze her
resistance. She is a sorrowful mother, incapabtgfefing protection to the child that
she dearly loves. In this state, she is still & pbthe differential structuration of the
system, concealing rather than revealing its vanagoxical limits. She is an illustration
of how the discourse on motherhood under slaveeyaips in its part of codified black
motherhood.

On the other side of the communal division, therthe oldest female character,
Grannie Lou, who, according to Graham'’s introduttd characters, “is considered a
little crazy” (It's Morning 211). It is this old woman who taps into the refmoyg of
African American folkloristic history to tell a stpof a brave woman who was in a
similar situation as Cissie. If it was not for gheculiar characteristic of alleged craziness,
Grannie Lou would have been the person with thbedsgstorytelling credentials in the
slave community. She is the living record of an@dtistory, the oral communal archive
of undocumented black experience that the memb¢h& @ommunity can trust. The
phase “a little crazy,” however, puts in questian the cultural performance of the story
Grannie Lou tells, but the authenticity of the a#iie. Listeners have to evaluate

individually the veracity of the story, based prithaon the criterion of trust. Is she
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telling a true story or is her oral account tainbgdhe signs of insanity? This is the
dilemma that the community members face while tiistg to Grannie Lou’s story of the
unknown black mother:

Dey say she straight from jungles/ in the far offca...She nevah say./ Dat war

a ‘oman — straight lak tree, an’ tall,/ swift aboa an’ strong as any ox./ Da sugah

cane went down fo’ huh big knife,/ lak cottonstalksler the fierces’ hail - / no

man could wak wid huh...An’ sing!/ she uster sing iouda fields...[t's

Morning 216).
This unknown black mother possesses a combinafitormidable physical strength,
excellent work skills, and impressive knowledge#tsnd use of labor tools. She is also
a notable song performer. Endowed with exceptigoalities and talent, she surpasses
even men. Flipping the gender hierarchy by a detnatien of excessive physical power
makes this unknown black mother a potential ageresistance and protectionism. She
comes as high as possible in the hierarchy amawgsland right after white people in
the social order as a whole. Her social constraagan implication of a mythical
matriarch who binds community together. This is thakes this African black mother a
potential model for emulation. She is like a stromagnet for feminine, racial, and
cultural identification, and precisely because Isag the capacity to serve as such a
model, Cissie and the group of young women migid fier appealing. Her power image
promises to arm them with that which they lack -akveess and despondency in Cissie’s
case and passive pity and sympathy in Rose andoBlsogase.

It is the story of this unknown, mythical Africaroman that turns out to be

crucial for the introduction of the theme of inferde in the play. Grannie Lou continues
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her story:
She hab tree sons, dey black an’ tall lak she,6ae’day news comes dat dey
sole huh sons down/ ribbah ..... Dey bring good pri&he say dey nebbah go./
Da white folks laf,/ but niggahs dassent |laf — deg her face. She don’ say
no’tin’ mo’, but go away,/
An’ early in da mawnin’ call huh boys,/ An’ whenydeome, she tell ‘em to stan’
close,/ An’ watch da sun come up out ob da hilgy sort of smile at huh an’
look/ An’ den dat ‘'oman lift huh big cane knife A&cry out sompin’ in a wild,
strange voice,/ An’ wid one sweep she cut off alf ieads, dey roll down at huh
feet — all tree ob dem.’t{s Morning 217)
By this time Grannie Lou’s story, shaped and trattsghas a piece of folklore, addresses
clearly the current situation of Cissie and herghder. It points to a decisive but
extremely controversial resolution of the conflithe hyperbole — mother slitting the
throats of her three sons with a single slash @tcdme knife to save them from slavery —
serves to empower Cissie in a possible executi@nsihilar task, but she could never
outperform the strength and courage of the unkniolack mother. Cissie would snap out
of her motionless and depressing passivity by $lermg her daughter with a knife, but
would still be “less prominent” than the unknowadk mother, who kills all her three
children to protect them from slavery.
To put it in perspective of Laclau’s theory, therg also concerns the
introduction of a contingent act of decision agathe background of undecidable
multiplicity. The story, even if made up by Granhi@u on the spot or circulating for

some time in the slave communities, as Grannied.@lkloric presentation suggests,
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functions as one more option in the field of undable multiplicity that Cissie may wish
to consider and produce her own version of infahgicwhich in itself becomes a
contingent act of decision. This example complisataclau’s theory by addressing
moments of pre-fabricated and culturally inducedticment acts of decision. What later
passes as a spontaneous, wild reaction has bemdprteby a moment of contingent
communal imaginary action, rendered by the oldesiale member of the slave
community. The implementation of a similar contingaction will result in widening the
chain of subject positions.

Cissie, with her act of infanticide, automaticddgcomes an illustration of this
new subject position, and, as such, it needs @sbessed in terms of its discursive
function in the black and white communal spacessi€iwill be either seen as a monster
and an incorrigible sinner or a protective motledtr\vith no options but to resort to
tragedy. In this sense, what Shirley Graham offeesrehearsal of how the black (and
white) community might imminently react to infante, but as the ending tifs
Morning shows, there is no interest in the tracing ofteospective communal reaction to
the event. This is the kind of thing that only Mson does irBeloved

The blood-chilling folkloric myth that Grannie Ldalls to the members of the
slave community serves as well to introduce thetrea of the opposite sex in relation to
infanticide. Male slaves in Graham’s play repredbkatbiblical mode of expression, the
significance of which Graham stresses in the intoboky note to the play. As with the
group of women, men are also divided in their agsest of an upcoming infanticide.
Cripple Jake, characterized as the banjo playastoacts a line of defense of the act,

relying on his interpretation of the religious raive:
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Criple Jake. Ah’'m tinkin’ bout ting-/ Hebbin is a high and lygblace,/ Da

chilluns done no wrong,/ Dyin’ will bring ‘em joylda good book say, “Lam’s/ in

His bosom — safe.”/ While Cissie know dat/ Livifgs a slow decay/ Wid worms

gnawin’ lak nits/ Into dey heart an’ soult’§ Morning 221)

Cripple Jake associates safety with the domainaaf &1d not with maternal protection
the way the infanticidal mother does. Cissie wawdtl be reproached for her act because
she understands the misery of life in slavery;wbeld only deliver her child in the safe
hands of God. This means that her potential forihzafg political activity would

remain untapped. She would be acting within thendaudes of a sanctioned discourse
without being able to subvert it.

The biblical mode of expression, however, findgedent interpretation in the
words of Uncle Dave, the slave preacher from Greplantation. As an authorized
representative of religious authority, he warndragjanfanticide as a possible solution to
the master-slave conflict:

Uncle Dave Kain't you trus’ de Lawd,/ daughtah? Hit’s al wiim. Yo’ kain’

stain yo’ han’s wid da blood ob yo’ own chillungg Morning 221).

And later:

Uncle Dave (fallen on his kne@<Oh Lawd! Oh Lawd!/ Sittin’ on yo’ great white

throne,/ wid da stars a crown o’ beauty fur yo'dheAn’ de earth a mighty

footstool fu yo’ feet,/

Lean down ovah da ramparts of Hebbin’ dis mawnii/ see us ‘umble sinners

kneelin’ hyear./ We been prayin’ so long,/ We bsemin’ so. (t's Morning 222)
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Uncle Dave is concerned more with the sanctityfefdnd the concept of sin that is
attached to blood spilling. Safety for him has moehsion beyond the realm of human
life; it would be wrong to seek it in death. Thesed thing that stands out in Uncle
Dave’s speech is the fact that community as sunhatantervene effectively in this
highly contentious issue. The communal actiondiariéed to peaceful praying; a kind of
internal communal spiritual introspection and aapie avoid the catastrophe, but hardly
an active communal response.

Both Cripple Jake’s and Uncle Dave’s responsesi@tcomfortably the
infanticidal mother within the limits of the relmiis discourse. Cripple Jake tends to think
of Cissie as someone who looks up to God to prosédety for her child in heaven, yet
knows that Cissie will be lonely “maybe fuh a t'ansl yeahs tuh come” (221). Uncle
Dave immediately casts her as a sinner and altstlel do, or all they could do, is ask
God to divert this terrible life prospective forsSie.

It is after the religious communal debate conséd@s a commentary to Grannie
Lou’s chilling story that Cissie finally interven@sth her verbal response. It comes as a
partial rejection of Cripple Jake’s vision that #iked daughter will be an innocent child
safe in the bosom of the Lord, and as an even amggeessive opposition to Uncle
Dave’s interpretation of sin and spiritual disgrace

Cissie But, when da saints ob God go marchin’ home,/ gahwill sing! Wid

all da pure, bright stars,/ Tuhgedder wid da mawsters — She’ll sing!l{'s

Morning 221)

Cissie’s verbal response, however, does not underthe religious aspect, but

instead seeks an intersecting point between itlamdct of infanticide. She imagines a
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special active, triumphalist role for her dauglaterong the saints as a ceremonial leader
who takes them home under the sound of her sorggthis combination of Millie’s
stepping into the divine circle of power and hepining singing that Cissie posits as her
maternal definition for safety. Thus, the dauglecomes triumphantly reborn, even if
metaphorically, into a new system of life that does make Millie a marginal subject

any more, but puts her at a top position wheresblages angelic power. Cissie’s maternal
interpretation of safety — an imagined space wheredaughter is not simply under
somebody’s protection but is in charge of things the black maternal extension of the
communal narrative of the unknown mother that Giehou tells. Cissie becomes a co-
author of communal history and fiction, and by werof that claims her political
subjectivity.

With the act of infanticide, Cissie also seekditurb the existing differential
positions of power between blacks and whites ihliea This becomes obvious when
she by mistake takes the white soldier of the Navtio has come to inform them that
they are free, for a representative of the hardcanel master who is here to collect her
daughter.

Cissie carries the dead body of her daughterjéVitiovered in blood, as she
meets the Union soldier at the door:

Cissie..See how huh red blood falls hyear in da sun,/sHithrm an’

pure...Come, dip yo’ han’s in it/ She will not shriatvay — Huh teahs will nevah/

choke huh song nor will huh limbs grow hebby/ wesgdair.  Ma girl is dead!

(It's Morning 223).
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Millie’s safety in death, blood dripping from heody, becomes a horrid display
in the hands of her mother; a sort of terror bicdabweapon, designed to promote fear
and emotional insecurity in the eyes of the whitdenspectator. It is a moment of the
transformation of the value of the female blackyfrdm a source of sexual pleasure and
free labor to a horrifying exhibit that blocks timechanism of economic prosperity
propped up by the inhuman system of slavery.

The scene is horrifying yet for another reason.nglaiith the brutally slain body
of the child, the Union soldier learns that hetanding in front of the perpetrator of the
murder, a woman who easily could be labeled a aatand a savage from his
perspective. As such, she poses a threat to tl@ s economic order of the North as
well.

Her maternal protest of slavery acquires a diffed@mension after the Union
soldier appears at the slaves’ cottage door asn@&senger of glad tidings” (222):

Soldier. Look! Look, the day has come!/ The day for whiet fought.

[...] Free! Do you understand?/ You're free! Noden slaves.I{'s Morning 222)
With the proclamation of freedom comes as welldlaém that their freedom is a white
men’s project. Freedom has become the politicalifgy that the North offers to all as a
way to unite a divided nation. But the clash betw#e white union soldier and the
infanticidal mother voices a communal concern amdghadows potential future
disturbances in racial relations. We might say thatinitial maternal claim to save her
daughter from slavery by death has been modifiétMe are free but we are still not

safe.” Cissie’s cruel invitation to the messengedip his fingers in her daughter’s blood
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is a response both to the system of slavery asasedlconcern to the system of
democracy that hopefully will ensue.

In the end, Cissie is alone, holding her dead chidehmunity members and
soldiers withdrawn. She looks into her child’s facel speaks quietly, “Hit's mawnin’
(223). The mother’s last words are highly ambiguydisy could mean that the morning
of safety has indeed come for her daughter orthieamorning of mourning has also
come.

Shirley Graham, similar to Georgia Douglas Johnspits for an ending that
leaves the infanticidal mother in isolation frone thlack community. The mother knows
that she has done the right thing to protect her owild, even if this comes at the
expense of her isolation. It is this isolation, & by a shocking contingent act of
decision, — infanticide — that opens the spacéfemew subject position she occupies.

What Graham achieves in terms of communal dynamielation to hegemony is
to highlight the logic of difference within the lslacommunity as illustrated by the split
in the women'’s group and the partitioning of thentagroup over the issue of
infanticide. This is a community that still has wlefiberated on a possible consensus of
how to reach for the infanticidal mother rathentlshun away from her and the question
of safety that she painfully raises. In other worgigh the intensification of the logic of
difference, it is the logic of equivalence that sloet receive its development.

Georgia Douglas Johnson a8dfe

Compared to Shirley Graham, Georgia Douglas Johngote more dramas. In

fact, she was the most productive black woman pleyw of the period. She wrote close

to thirty plays, some of them explicitly political content, while others aimed to
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represent an authentic African American literatamed average folk life. Similar to
Graham, Johnson was a multifaceted talent: sheevpméms, plays, short stories, and
music. Despite this proliferation of artistic talescholars paid most attention to her
poetry, and as a result she became known as ‘dyeol@et” of the New Negro
Renaissance. Although Johnson was included asyevipdgnt in Alain Locke’s important
anthologyPlays of Negro Life: A Source-Book of Native Ansribrama(1927), she
was having a hard time publishing her dramas. Tdsvtlre end of her life Johnson
created he€Catalogue of Writingsvith a synopsis of twenty-eight plays divided ifdor
categories: “Radio Plays,” “Primitive Life PlaysPlays of Average Negro Life,” and
“Lynching Plays.” Most of the twenty-eight playsdohnson’s catalogue, scholars
(Judith L. Stephens and Claudia Tate) tell us, reethunpublished in her lifetime. There
was no interest among literary scholars to uncastedy, and/or publicize her work. It
was not until 1989 when Kathy A. Perkins publisiretier book Black Female
Playwrights: An Anthology of Plays Before 19%6ur of Georgia Douglas Johnson’s
plays considered probably her best drama acconmpéiats with preserved manuscripts
that would allow their publication. In 1990 Elizabdrown- Guillory editedVines in the
Wilderness: Plays by African American Women froenHlarlem Renaissance to the
Presentwhere three plays by Johnson appeared, and ohemfwasSafe This was the
first official publication of the play:! In 1998 Kathy A. Perkins and Judith L. Stephens
co-editedStrange Fruit: Plays on Lynching by American WonveimereSafewas
reprinted along with the other two lynching drarbgslohnson which appeared in
Brown-Guillory’s anthologylt was Judith L. Stephens, a scholar with deepéstan

Johnson’s work, who published the twenty-eight dramny Johnson ifhe Plays of
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Georgia Douglas Johnson: From the New Negro Renaiss to the Civil Rights
Movementn 2006. This is the first published collectionJahnson’s dramatic work,
organized to follow the drama divisions of i@atalogue of Writingeind documenting
her plays as they evolved over the course of addedéhe anthology contains as well
Stevens’s newly-discovered Johnson dramas that pvexgously thought irretrievably
lost. This is the most representative collectiodatinson’s lynching dramas, totaling six
one-act plays and two original versionsfoSunday Morning in the Soutfi

In the introductory article t8trange Fruit “Lynching Dramas and Women:
History and Critical Context,” Judith L. Stepherefides lynching dramas as a unique
American genre. “A lynching drama,” in Stephens'rdg is “a play in which the threat
or occurrence of a lynching, past or present, h@emmmpact on the dramatic action” (3).
In the same article, Stephens claims that theme fill-length study on the genre and its
place in American theater history. Broadly speakthgse plays “represent a distinctly
American experience shaped by the African Amergtamggle for survival and the
simultaneous existence of interracial conflict aodperation that has characterized the
black/white relations throughout American histo(¢). The interracial aspect of survival,
conflict and cooperation, however, goes unnotiaedien the scope of Stevens’s
definition.

“In Anti-Lynch Plays by African American Women,t€phens develops “a
critical framework for the study of the anti-lynplay as a site of struggle against
dominant racial and gender ideologies of late ®ieeth- and early twentieth-century
America” (329). She develops a critical approackeldaon feminist theatre theory and

black feminist theory, insisting on destabilizimg tcentrality of any of the three critical
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categories — class, race, gender — thus examiheigintersecting point and balance.
This approach helps Stephens study the anti-lyfephas a site of historical struggle
against an order dominated by white male positafresithority and white male ideology.
Stephens discusses only one of Johnson’s plagsinday Morning in the Soutinom the
perspective of intersectionality.

“In Art, Activism, and the Uncompromising Attitudie Georgia Douglas
Johnson’s Lynching Plays,” published in 2005, Segghexamines six of Johnson’s plays.
This study probably remains the most comprehermivéohnson’s lynching plays thus
far. In it, Stephens views Johnson both as “anpmkisn advocate of the anti-lynching
movement and a central figure in the lynching draradition” (“Art, Activism” 87).
Stephens emphasizes the increasing sophisticatiosimg black theatre as a form of
protest and argues that Johnson uses irony, narsicthe figure of the black family as
artistic strategies and as a unique approach #irthas social protest. Johnson was
interested in dramas that “explored the effectsofal injustice on families and
communities” (89) and the dramas, thus, becamerdents of “Johnson’s racial
consciousness as well as her rage against lynciiAg; Activism” 89). Although the
focus is seemingly on the formal aspect of Johrssdramas, the formalist features
receive a political interpretation of their meanargd deployment.

The intersecting points between class, race, andeay that are instrumental for
Stephens’s theorization of Johnson’s lynching daimply a critical interest in the
category of subject positions and difference assdexfactors in the examinations of the
sites of struggle where black women playwrightsagively involved. The concept of

subject positions appears in Laclau’s theory oenegny and emancipation, too, but the
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stress is no longer on the celebration of postmodgference that axiomatically fail to
construct a meaningful whole, but rather on the enoent away from fixity that leads
Laclau’s theoretical insight into the realm of t@ncept of subject positionality. This is
precisely the concept that best applies to thedigd the infanticidal mother in Johnson’s
dramaSafe

Another point in Stephens’s analysis that is téri@st in this present study is the
observation that the figure of the black familyarsimportant strategy for expressing
social protest via art. While Stephens is cornedtar observation that the black family is
directly affected by the racist practice of lynadh@nd even goes on so far as to suggest
that the family also fulfills a metaphoric functionrepresenting the black community,
she does not discuss the hidden potential for dfiggal subjectivity of the members of
the family. Furthermore, iBafe Johnson does not limit the tragedy exclusivelthe
members of the Pettigrew extended family but ingslthe characters of a female
neighbor, the doctor who helps deliver the baby-btlye innocent victim of infanticide.
This expansion of community members entering thaektic space of the family is
important for the articulation of the empty sigaifsafetyin a broader social space.

Georgia Douglas Johnson wr@afecirca 1929 while living in Washington D.C.,
the second cultural capital of the New Negro Resaaise competing with the famous and
well-known Harlem neighborhood of New York. Theiaottakes place in an unspecified
Southern town in 1893. Although the year is anyeamnle from the actual late 1920s anti-
lynch campaigns sponsored by NAACP, it is a refeeen one of the gloomiest periods
in American history for lynchings. Between 1882 41899, the annual number of

lynchings was over a hundred with concentratiomigifante activities in the former
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Confederate state¥ In 1896, the Supreme Court handed down the ceertsial

decision orPlessy v. Fergusonvhich led to the institutionalization of segragatand
disenfranchisement. To look at such a traumatic erdrm history that constructs the
racial relations in the country in yet another &rehic model, based on vigilante justice
and spectacular public exhibit of punishment exeagtand erasure of civil rights, is
certainly good material for Johnson’s social prot#ama. The year that she chose for
the dramatic action dafe, 1893, stands conveniently close to the 1BEssy v.
Fergusonjudicial turning point in American history thattske tone for racist relations
for decades to come. The name of the lynched ldhakacter in the play, Sam Hosea,
and to a certain degree the plot line, invoke @ithe most horrific and sensational
lynching in the South that took place in 1859No critic of Johnson’Safehas explored
the connection between the lynching of Sam Hog389 and the fictional events in the
play might, but upon closer examination, it becowiagous that the play becomes a
female playwright’s political commentary on intesia and intraracial relations under an
assumed maternal perspective on the years leadlithgstinfamous lynching and beyond,
stretching into the first decades of the twentehtury.

The setting fo6afe is the home of the Pettigrews where expectanhendtiza
Pettigrew is sewing some small white garment ferliaby. Her mother, Mandy Grimes,
does the chores in the kitchen, while Liza’s hushdohn Pettigrew, is sitting in the
living room, reading the local newspaper. The faigice of disturbing news comes when
John reports the news he has just read in the rapesphat Sam Hosea was caught and
put in jail. Sam Hosea’s “crime” appears to betezldo a dispute that he had with his

white employer over wages. In the heated debate, b@sea, a black worker, reportedly

105



was slapped by his boss, and in response, hesheinmployer back. A brief discussion
about the family background of Sam Hosea takeseplabere the audience learns that in
the absence of a father he was brought up by hieendrhe family worries how Sam
Hosea’s mother might have reacted to the newssodiétiention as they keep building on
details from his childhood to paint a portrait ofvall-behaved person. Liza remembers
how his mother was taking Sam regularly to the chand describes Sam as “a nice
motherly sort of boy” $afel55) at the age of seventeen or'8@he seemingly normal
reference “motherly sort of boy” gains considerdblee later on when Liza, by process
of maternal identification, sees herself as a nrodfi&am too.

Several moments later, Hannah, the neighbor, app¢she Pettigrew home and
brings even more disturbing information on the Sémsea case. The authorities have
released him from jail, but now a bigger troublertts large as she heard that a mob is
formed downtown to make him pay his due that egriiiza is upset by the negative
development of the event but does not, at firsioeiate directly the news of mob
gathering with the threat of a lynching:

Liza: | been settin here thinking bout that poor bognSahim working hard to

take kere of his widder mother, doing the bestihetkying to be a man an stan

up for hissef, and what do he git — a slap in deef Safel57)
Liza assesses Sam Hosea’s life and labor effortsapity in relation to his mother. For
her, Sam’s masculinity and transition to manhoaméssured according to the degree of
responsibility and affection he shows to his matkenilar to the way she took care of
him when he was a small boy. This devoted motharesmnection is the highest ranking

social relationship that is of interest to the estpat mother.
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When Liza learns from Hannah that Sam will notageay with just a slap in the
face but a much more terrible punishment organmethe lynch mob, she anxiously
expresses her maternal desire to have a girl and boy:

Liza: What's little Nigger boys born for anyhow? | shaples mine will be a girl.

— I don’t want no boy to be hounded down and kickiadd — No, | don’t want to

ever have no boy chileSafel57).

This publicly expressed preference for the seefdhild is entirely determined, on the
one hand, by a specially perceived mother-childdbiat replicates the discursive norms
of motherhood — a loving, caring, and protectiveenaal attitude that is in the best
interest of the child. On the other hand, it iSraposedchoice as a direct consequence of
lynching and its most common victim — the black man

What becomes unbearable for a devoted mothersedder child suffer
undeservedly in the hands of violent civil “justiceliverers concerned with the
preservation of the existing racial relations dfedence. Liza’'s explicit wish to have a
girl is a chance for her to experience the joy tnadspecial bond that the dominant
nineteenth-century discourse on motherhood proneigesy mother. The public
announcement that she wants a girl is an affirmaticche power of that discourse and an
open endorsement of it, even if that endorsemeathgeved at the expense of a sexist
compromise. The desire of experiencing the fulldfigof motherhood is stronger than
an attempt to confront and expose the corrupt mesmf other dominant discourses,
namely those of race relations and legal norms’timodification of the discourse on
motherhood carried out under the banner of mate@sraderns contains clearly overt

sexist tones at this point. It becomes a mirrorgenaf the discourses on motherhood in
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cultures that explicitly state a preference fordbg of their babies (India, China). The
power of the mother as expressed through the wislave a girl is reminiscent to that of
an appeased and maybe satisfied mainstream cutturalimer with little respect for the
rights of the newborn. At this point, Liza deferiés position under the veneer of
maternal compassion that hides the otherwise pmdtie sexism expressed by the wish
for a baby girl.

The reminder that Liza’s wish conveys a somewbasi&e maternal power
comes in the form of a religious retort that isisful to pick and choose what kind of
child God has in mind for the expectant motheis ltiza’s mother, Mandy, who reminds
her of that. Thus, a generational maternal disages¢ takes place over the idea of the
mother’s role and powers in social life. Mandy,ateel more like a flat character, defends
her devoted yet highly submissive model of mothedh@apable of elevating the
maternal mission to a level that threatens theestibjty of the mother. Her advice to
Liza, the expecting mother, is to think of nothelge but to give a safe birth to her child.
“You got to born him safe!” (159) is Mandy’s defiion of maternal duty at this stage.

As the mob advances towards the Pettigrew’s halmsesing Sam Hosea, the
noise and shrieks in the streets stir troublingt@ns among the Pettigrew home
occupiers and guests. To avoid attracting atteribdheir home, they turn off the lights
and draw the curtains to hide in the dark. All thés a heavy emotional toll on the
expecting mother. She walks up and down the roestlassly in anticipation of
something tragic. As the roar and noises intensiig, hears Sam Hosea’s despondent cry

for help and mercy outside directed both to hiscakeners and his mother. “Don’t hang
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me, don’t hang me!” Sam Hosea'’s voice rises, “I'tiant to die! Mother! Mother!”
(Safel58). The helplessness of Sam'’s final words isaregl upon Liza’s mind.

Sam Hosea'’s cry for his mother is that impressiimmoment which triggers the
process of identification. Liza imagines this apybie the cry of her own child as well and
feels the need to act as if she were Sam’s madthan extreme state of agitation, she
poses the maternal question to her own mother, §idhear him cry for his mother?
Did you?” (Safel59). Thus the question of maternal reaction @ntloment for making a
decision under the pressure of contingency is droungo the maternal public space. By
the time Liza acts on her decision, the questiomatiernal protection and responsibility
will surpass the maternal social circle and willezrthe broad public domain, provoking
reactions among various members of the community.

As Liza shakes and trembles while introducingrhaternal response, Mandy, her
mother, is adamant when instructing her expectanggter, “Born him safe! Born him
safe! That's what you got to doS&fel59). It is an uncompromising instruction — almost
a maternal order — that delineates the behavitreéxpectant mother in terms of
submission and performance of a sanctioned matdutgl Liza repeats hysterically her
mother’s words, “Born him safe! — safe84fe159) and disappears into the other room.
The sarcastic and infuriated tone of that repetiions to undercut the normalized
maternal practices by insisting that there is sbmgtwrong with the discursive value of
the signifiersafetyin relation to motherhood. It doesn’'t have thewpsive force of an
empty signifier yet, but it signals a key elementhe discourse on motherhood that can

be disputed.
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As Liza enters into labor, neighbor Hannah fetdhesdoctor and John returns
home from his surveillance mission in the neighborh confirming that the hanging of
Sam Hosea took place, sending a shock of terrougimout the members of the black
community. So, at the moment when Liza gives listher baby, both family and
community members are in the house, and they &tless Liza’s final maternal decision
on the dispute regarding safety that she previdustiyhad with her mother.

When everybody expects to see the newborn, thimdealks out of Liza’s room
to make a grimly, terrifying report on what happgimamediately after Liza gave birth to
a healthy baby:

Dr. Jenkins: And she asked me right away, “Is it a girl?”...Anshid, “No child,

it's a fine boy,” and then | turned to wash my haimdthe basin. When | looked

around again she had her hands about the babgatttinoking it. | tried to stop
her, but its little tongue was already hanging fitstmouth — It's dead! Then she
began, she kept muttering over and over again: “News safe — safe from the
lynchers! Safe!” $afel6l)
Dr. Jenkins’ account of the maternal infanticid®rms family and community members
of Liza’s decision that eliminates for Liza therten of undecidability in regard to
maternal duties and responsibilities structurethieyact of lynching. By choking her
baby boy to death, Liza coins her own maternalnitesin for safety. Like all the mothers
in the texts that we have been analyzing, Liza mdalke claim that the best protection a
mother can give her child under moments of extreppression is in death. Both the act
of strangulation and the verbal explanation ofrtteaning of the infanticidal act are

provocatively thrown into the discursive fabricssefveral dominant discourses. It is not
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only the discourse on motherhood that gets ragiedtiéred, nor the discourse on
lynching that gets a critical blow by replicatirigetcause of death — strangulation — as
closely as possible, but also the discourse onredagons as a whole, which, as
currently structured, undermines the state of foee@romised to everyone by regulating
safety standards exclusively for the white popataand its lack of such for the black
population.

As in Shirley Graham’#’s Morning, it is the infanticidal mother in Johnson’s
Safewho has the last word. The playwrights’ choicedarending is strikingly similar in
both cases. Based on the standard elements thattercurve of dramatic action, one
might say that the play lacks a denouement. Insieadds on a second climax, the
infanticide of the newborn, which not only foregnais the first one, the lynching of Sam
Hosea, but also equalizes the topics of infantieide lynching by linking them to the
concept of safety. It could be said that Johnssnoges Graham, demonstrates what
today we theoretically label a feminist solutiorthe way both conclude their plays. Itis
important that we hear last form the infanticidadther and not any other character. This
is precisely the moment of verbal designation efitifanticidal mother as a political
subject with a different agenda from the mainstreasternal subjectivity available to
other women. But the solution to have the infadatmother speak last and make her
claim about safety is not only a feminist strategshe attempt to refine the discursive
structure on motherhood. Rather, it is marked bgla produced by the ambition to
serve as a response to the lynching problem as @elthe one hand, it is strictly
feminist because it is a mother who deals activetly the issue of motherhood; on the

other hand it is more than a feminist solutiontgnattempt to leave the sphere of its own
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particularity and aim at some trend of universabiyyoffering a provocative response to a
social issue outside the domain of the femininetaednaternal. The infanticidal mother
claims to have constructed a possible unifying fiemcthrough her action, and the effect
of this action forces the active mobilization oé thlack community against a violently
oppressive social practice such as lynching.

To put it in Laclau’s terms, this is her attemphtmgemonize the social space of
the black community. But this does not mean thatattempt will necessarily result in
hegemony. It is up to the members of the communityeigh that option.

If the audience of Johnson’s drama hears last thmmnfanticidal mother before
the curtains fall, the readers of Johnson’s draea last from the playwright. In the
concluding stage note, Johnson turns her atteptiecisely to the members of Liza’s
extended family and the representatives of the conityt

(John falls down on a chair sobbing, his face is lmands, as Mandy, stooped

with misery, drags her feet heavily toward the etbdoor. She opens it softly and

goes in. The doctor stands, a picture of helpless@as he looks at them in their

grief.) Safel61
It is a complete reversal of emotional experiersveen the family and community
members on the one side and the infanticidal mathehe other. If previously it was for
Liza to “crumpl[e] up on the chair shivering, heeth chattering” (158), “stand]...]
stooped over in the opening of her bedroom dod9)1“walk up and down the room
restlessly” (158) or “hysterically disappear[..9afe159), now it is the husband, Liza’s
mother, and the doctor who are in a similar agitgtesition. Would John become

another Halle or Paul D, to recall someBefloveds main characters? Would Mandy
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behave like Morrison’s Baby SuggsBelove® Would the doctor, similar to Stamp Paid,
the Underground Railroad activist in Morrison’s ehwnderstand the repetitive maternal
muttering about safety at all? These are all goestihat Johnson’s stage note poses for
us, the contemporary readers of her play, who asgdcompare it with the ‘80s twentieth
century grand rendition of infanticide in Africamaerican literature that Toni Morrison
gave us irBeloved

It is not triumphalism of the infanticidal blackotmer that Johnson offers in
selecting the action and the final words of herabi@r to provide an ending of her
drama. In fact, judging by the reaction of the figrand community members, Johnson
may be on her way to turn Liza from the protagomighe anti-lynch drama into an
antagonist of a protest drama. Yet the evidencairsnnconclusive. What remains
significant, without doubt, is that Johnson presém@r characters and readers with a new
situation of undecidability — does the maternainslan safety has any grounds or not?
Should the infanticidal mother be punished for@micidal act or not? These are the
guestions that the now shocked, sobbing, and rssléemily and community members,
as well as affected readers, will inevitably havamnswer.

In 1936 Johnson submitted several of her lyncpiags to the Executive
Secretary of NAACP, Walter White, for possible potion by the Youth Council of the
organizationSafewas among them. The plays were rejected with thecil’s
judgement that “they all ended in defeat” and “gawe the feeling that the situation was
hopeless despite all the courage which was showhebilegro characters” (gtd. in
Stephens 90). It is likely, the council s8afeas a failed protest drama, incapable of

offering a reasonable model for resisting the lynghdeology and practice. It is not
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difficult to imagine, given the directions of patis advocated by the NAACP’s Youth
Council, whySafegot rejected. To the members of the council, itifashe demonstrates
racial defeatism, perhaps even a form of surretadttre white dogmas as expressed
through the practice of lynching. The kind of sgfiéitat the NAACP’s Youth Council
had in mind is clearly tied to the expression aheamon-dubious moment of victory, a
winning strategy that might serve as a moment éfipal mobilization and
encouragement for the black community. The figdrehe infanticidal mother cannot
provide a good basis for identification eithersdems that the council — similar to what
the school of socialist realism was trying to aghieith proletariat literature — was
interested in shaping racial and communal consoeasbased on vibrant politicized
literary characters who do not fall into the gro@falisillusionment and frustration but
find strength to come out as positive activistsiat winners, in the dramatic racial
clashes shaped by acts of lynching. To draw a casgg the members of the council
behave in a similar fashion to the community memlo@Morrison’sBeloved only
instead of a fictional character it is a real blackman playwright and her art that get
isolated and rejected.

Johnson replied to the council’s objections bysefg to rewrite the plays with
her argument that the plays “would lose their grelatiramatic moment...and a play
depends so largely upon this” (gtd. in Stephens@fijic Judith L. Stephens interprets
Johnson’s response to NAACP Executive SecretaryaiV@fhite as a proof of “her
artistic integrity as a playwright and her dedigcatto her own vision of theatre as social
protest” (“Art, Activism” 90). Several lines dowBtephens adds another possibility for

Johnson’s refusal to revise the dramas which hds with the influential school of
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realism as practiced in the 1930s. Relying on tkeatpert Brenda Murphy and her
important studyAmerican Realism and America Dran&ephens concludes, “By
hesitating to give her plays ‘positive’ endingsahich a lynching is defeated, Johnson
was forcing her audience to confront the realityyathing by employing the current
style of theatrical ‘realism’ in which a social ptem is baldly portrayed and left
unresolved” (90). Johnson’s concern not to losegtleatest dramatic moment in her
plays,Safeincluded, were they revised to meet the politeaggnda of the NAACP, can
certainly be viewed in the context of a broad, nrateial-encompassing context such as
the literary movement of realism; however, Johnsamsisting that the audience engage
with the problematics of lynching while denying the proper denouement ascribes that
realism not as much to an aesthetic or a defiréa¢jst characteristic but to a greater
political function — the task of realistic repretaion, executed adamantly by Johnson’s
emphasizing traumatic sociall-de-sacghat need to be collectively processed.
Georgia Douglas Johnson’s biographers reportiidtateen 1935 and 1939 she
submitted several plays to the Federal TheatreeBr@FTP), a government sponsored
program designed to facilitate the production afyslas part of President Roosevelt's
Works Project Administration (WPA), one of the marational agencies of the New
Deal era designed to relieve the economic burd¢heoGreat Depression. One of the
plays that Johnson submitted v&efe’® The result, as with NAACP, was negative. In a
document, dated June 20, 1936, and issued by treaBwf Research and Publication at
the Theatre Federal Project, one reviewer expldn&dotives for rejection as follows:
Leaving aside such questions as the authoresstinegémid, and even false

philosophy, this play lacks conviction and feeliiipe story is told so casually
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and factually that it becomes little more than afigal but unconvincing

statement that the sight of a lynching drove a Negother crazy. (photocopy of

original document in Effinger’s biographic entry Georgia Douglas Johnson in

Twentieth- Century American Dramatists: Third Sgri85)*’

For this FTP reviewer, it was the lack of conviatind feeling that marks the
play’s failure, even though one might argue thdaut there is too much feeling, up to
the point where the line between drama and meloagets blurred. The second
objection is that the events are told “so casuallgt factually” that they fail to produce
the “right” dramatic effect of moving deeply thedsence and reaching perhaps for their
compassion and empathy. An interesting commeihaisthe reviewer qualified the play
as “little more than amplified.” The amplificatioas the context suggests, is in reference
to what made the black mother go violent while mtiigide is clearly not credited as
acceptable protest drama strategy.

The second reviewer &afecriticized Johnson’s lack of realistic frameworida
plausibility. The comment reads:

An extremely dramatic, tragic piece. But the glgnmeakness of utter

exaggeration is too bright — and it fails not bessathe idea is not dramatic, but

because it follows from an absurdity — that thayly Negro boys ‘Down South’
for defending themselves from thieves. In fact,¢hme that produces lynching is
vastly fouler. (Fletcher iklarlem Rennaisancg0-31)*®
For this reviewer, “the glaring weakness” of thayptomes from the unrealistic cause for
lynching that Johnson depicts in her play. Findrdispute between a white employer

and a colored worker cannot be the “adequate” rekisdynching a black man. In the
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reviewer’s eyes, this reason for lynching is histty and culturally incorrect in its
representation of the South. Acknowledging realsnthe play’s operative mode could
only be possible if the representation corresporidede accepted, populist, and moralist
version that lynching is a punishment for sexuaisabof white women. This is the
“historically accurate” explanation authored by 8®uth and endorsed by the nation.
Any other explanation would make lynching absurd] as the comment suggests,
impossible to implement. The “utter exaggerationd d&absurdity” are related only to the
act of lynching, eclipsing the second act of vigker infanticide — inflicted by the black
mother.

The third reviewer does not fixate on the topityotching the way the second one
does, nor does he accuse Johnson of “negativel,tand even false philosophy” the way
the first commentator has it. His review is theyomhe to contain favorable comments
and some kind words for Johnson’s artistic effohis praise, however, does not make
the evaluation of the play good enough for an Fgéhsored production:

In this play about lynching, Miss Johnson just begb show the horror of this

national shame. | wonder why she is not brave emoaighow the whole truth.

[...] She reaches great dramatic climax, but stiielieve she could show the

suffering and anxiety of these poor people in amyreater way, but her efforts

are to be commended because it is truly a niceeméwork for a little theatre.

(Fletcher inHarlem Renaissancgl)*®
It is difficult to interpret what exactly the rewer had in mind when claiming that the
playwright is “not brave enough to show the wholgh.” Which suffering and anxiety

should Johnson show on stage for her audiencéthis lynching of Sam Hosea or the
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murder of the baby? Or maybe both? There are twteaders for the category of
dramatic climaxn Safe It could be argued that the play has two climakes have to do
with undeserved and cruel loss of life. If we addbpt the reviewer's comment applied
to the scene of infanticide and its underutilizegindatic potential by making it an off-
stage, well-reported event, the reviewer is thg onke out of three not to turn a deaf ear
to the episode of infanticide in the play.

The FTP reviewers redhfenot as a protest drama, but rather as a presgnt da
historical drama which failed to approach the peabbf lynching adequately or
misrepresented the violent phenomenon and itsrsrigi the American publié® The
FTP readers appear to be more interested in thetgfthat a similar play might produce
upon the nation, having in mind Johnson'’s realistisception, which they found to be
deviating from the norm of verisimilitude, a fouidaal criterion of the philosophy of
realism. They are disturbed by the “utter exaggemdt“absurdity,” lack of “conviction
and feeling,” “amplified” statements, and the auth “negative and false philosophy.”
In short, they don’t see these troubling amplifimas and exaggerations as excesses that
can transfer a political message for a social cekaNgr do they see the infanticidal
mother as a conduit for social politics.

Thus, Georgia Douglas Johnson had to suffer alddalbw of rejection in regard
to her playSafe The NAACP, the cultural and activist body of logn black community,
objected to the defeatist ending of the play whil#, the governmental body for theatre
sponsorship, was disappointed in the conceptuadizaf her art. Neither the black
institution in the face of the NAACP, nor the wh#ponsored FTP approved of

Johnson’s talent as a playwright and her capagitetiver important social messages.
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Critics have placed these black and white instotl rejections in the context of
complicated gender relations. As Bower puts ithdoim “was unable to convince her
own people of her worth as a playwright” becaus@ATP executives and other
members of the black patriarchy constantly igndredworth,” and we might add, she
was unable to impress the male literary experta®fjovernment project eith€rThese
rejections are a good illustration of the tenualationships between male writers and
representatives of organizations and female wriéthe period who sought to make a
space for themselves by competing for limited sdibsifor stage productions and
publication opportunities with their male colleagu@ohnson was no exception in this
respect but rather fitted the standard rule. Wisindjuishes her from other female
playwrights is her determination to defend thegntg of her written work and refuse to
do the suggested rewrites to suit the requirema&Ensviewers in order to receive
recognition and publicity.

But if we read the institutional rejections in tentext of racial and national
politics, then in the eyes of NAACP and FTP repnésieves Johnson'Safeoffers no
unifying function for the members of the black commity, nor for the nation as a whole.

From this perspective, Johnson’s refusal to rethiseplay is an act of defense of
her own political agenda as a playwright, formedrufhe introduction of the maternal as
an agent for social change. In fact, Johnson wasimg two versions of the maternal,
one dark and despondent expression of maternBafeand another more upbeat and
encouraging version of motherhood, which she pradtas a manager of her literary
salon. It is the oscillation between these conttady versions of protective maternal

gestures practiced in art and real life that Johrsg&eks to explore the capacity of her
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political subjectivity. If the dark maternal versiof infanticide brings urgently the
signifier safetyforward for consideration, the soft maternal vansof protection and
survival undercuts only the immediacy of the coasation but retains the necessity for
such a consideration under the pressure to craitakf American art and literature in a
truth-telling, self-representational mode. Thug, tbfusal to revis8afecould also speak
of Johnson'’s refusal to give up neither the draocadr managerial strategies of
mothering members of the black community, writarsists, and intellectuals of all walks
of life — or the community as a whole — when trytogecure its cultural awareness and
sense of belonging to a recognizable African Anaaricultural heritage.
Georgia Douglas Johnson’s Literary Salon

At the time when Johnson turned to dramaturgy ahdngtted her plays for
publication or production, she was also runningesdry salon at her home in
Washington, D.C. The organization and hosting efliferary sessions created some sort
of leadership position for her that must have enmgred her to take a defensive stance in
relation to the submitted plays. As we have alrdadyned, the rigorous exchange of
several letters between Johnson and the NAACP’slEixe Secretary, Walter White,
ended in Johnson’s motivated refusal to comply Withrecommendations of the
NAACP for revision. Even though there is no evidetitat similar correspondence in
defense of literary content and artistic visionk@tace between Johnson and the FTP,
the fact remains th&afe along with the other submissions, did not getriéen. The
motivated refusals to compromise with literary @it artistic principles, and by

deduction, the political messageS#dfeand the other plays constitutes an act of personal
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literary activism that clashed conceptually wite HAACP’s anti-lynching activism and
the FTP’s cultural vision for the social functiohdvamatic art.

Johnson’s instance of personal literary defenseisim, in other words, might be
partially a product of the experimental literarpdaatory at her home. The distinction
between the NAACP’s anti-lynching activism and Jsdmis personal literary defense
activism is important, because it is through thtefahat we get a glimpse of Johnson’s
position and political strategies to resist racisrone of its most violent forms of
expression — public lynching?

Johnson began arranging informal literary meetindger house in Washington
D.C. somewhere around 1925. She referred to lezatit salon as th® Street Saloar
the Half-Way House in her letters. A third populame for Johnson’s literary
establishment was tt&aturday Nighters Clulwhile the participants became simply
known as the Saturday Nightef3The idea of a literary club, of course, is not nas
enough to think of the eighteenth-century Scrilde@lub, the famous nineteenth-century
Garrick Club, or the modernist version of club-lketivities in the Parisian coffee houses
at the beginning of the twentieth century wheredevsi would get together to discuss their
experimental ways of representing reality. Disaagdld literary dogmas that can no
longer support the stability of the existing orded their substitution with innovative
literary approaches that reflect the desire fopéeemore convincing, and “accurate”
policies of representation has always been ondifumof such literary informal
institutions. In this respect, ti@&aturday Nighters Clutvas no exception, given the
stormy debates in the 1920s among African Ameneaters, cultural ideologues, and

critics about the issue of self-representation @ntstitution of African American
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literature.?* But Georgia Douglas Johnson’s literary club alad bther functions. In
addition to the weekly readings and discussionsaabus samples of African American
poetry, prose, drama, and occasionally combinedaalusnd literary performances that
inevitably must have touched on the topic of (3efresentation, Johnson’s literary
salon served as a meeting ground for both famoddlaagling writers. Knowledge,
feedback, encouragement, and stimulating thoughtklde passed from one generation
to next, thus ensuring intellectual growth andséidiconfidence among the young
generation of writers?>

On Saturday evenings, Johnson’s hospitality andenenvironment drew a great
number of literary men and women. Among the visitirher salon are prominent
figures such as Langston Hughes, Jean Toomer, €@@ullen, Jessie Faucet, Zona
Gale, Alain Locke, Angelina Grimke, Lewis Alexand@fallace Thurman, Anne
Spencer, James Weldon Johnson, Mae Miller, MaryiBwVillis Richardson, Arna
Bontemps, William Stanley Braithwaite, Kelly Mille€handler Owens, Mae Howard
Jackson, Charles S. Johnson, Gwendolyn Bennette Alunbar-Nelson, Clarissa Scott
Delaney, and many others. Occasionally even Zaa@déNHurson and W. E. B. Du Bois
appeared at Johnson’s home.

Georgia Douglas Johnson opened her literary sdlortlg after the death of her
husband, Henry Lincoln Johnson, who, with the capuhthe Taft administration, was
appointed a Recorder of Deeds for the District ofughbia. In her influential booKolor,
Sex, and Poetry in the Harlem Renaissaeria Hull associates the death of Johnson’s
husband and the opening of thaturday Nighters Clubs the beginning of the second

period of Johnson'’s artistic career, which was taaty a major one” and one marking a
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“turning point” (164) in her intellectual developmnteonce the stifling conservative
outlook and judgment of her creativity was no langéactor in her lifé° Hull assesses
the second period of Johnson’s career in the fatigway, “She moved from her
husband’s death in 1925 to full participation ie tharlem Renaissance as cultural nexus,
prize-winning dramatist, and mature poet. Thuscgmributed more than either Dunbar-
Nelson or Grimke to the achievement-oriented erh®MNew Negro” Color, Sex, and
Poetry180). Johnson turned to drama under the influehseme of the visitors of her
salon and in addition to the organization of hirdiry society. Her first attempt at drama,
Blue Blood received an honorable mention in the 1926 litecantest organized by the
Opportunityand was produced by Du Bois’s Krigwa Theatre. filewing year, her
one-act playPlumeswon first prize in thé@pportunitycontest.

Hull gives Johnson a well-deserved credit, givendbope of activities and
literary interests of Georgia Douglas Johnson. Erpenting with different literary
genres as well as organizing literary discussipesks volumes about the intellectual
courage and productivity of this female writer. Hulabel, “cultural nexus,” positions
Johnson not just as a major female literary repriesi®e of the New Negro Renaissance,
but as a figure who had a say in the ideologicdl@ritural articulation of the Black
Renaissance movement. The term “cultural nexuséargpalso as an explication of the
name that Johnson invented for her literary circtbe Half-Way House — as a way to
name-conceptualize the significance and functiomsafultural work. Johnson thought of
it this way, “I'm half-way between everybody anceeything and | bring them

together.”’
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In terms of geography, being half-way between dwedy has to do with the
ability to provide a meeting ground for writersiidhe South and the North. Of course,
the idea of a half-way location does not just spegihysical geography, but rather of a
cultural and political geographies that illustrdte face of the segregated and mostly
rural South and the democratic pretence of thestidiized North. The black writers of
the South and the North inevitably demonstratedehiegional differences through the
thematic choices of their work and the philosophirey professed as a result of their
geographic sites and the contingent socio-econamdaegional factors that influenced
their experiences. Some critics treat this opentebterary representatives of the South
and the North as an instance of Johnson’s natmraciousness. Her literary salon, the
argument goes, is what validated the New Negro Reaace as not just as a regional
phenomenon limited to Harlem and New York. Johnsddashington, D.C. Half-Way
House turned the movement into a national condaimson’s words of “bring[ing] them
together” could definitely support such a claimingmg the Southern and Northern
literary intelligentsia together displays an impamit political ambition of Johnson’s
cultural politics as practiced via friendly andanhal gatherings at her home. Itis a
political ambition that tries to score a certainifying effect among the members of the
black literary and artistic community. Johnson k#rslaborates further on her role as a
cultural nexus. The Half-Way House is “a place verenyone who would fight halfway
to survive could do so” (gtd. in Stepheitse Plays of GD17). Even though the
stipulation to fight halfway remains general andjamatic, it still carries a dual meaning.
There is the literal message in the form of antation to writers, both North and South,

to make use of Johnson’s hospitality and stop Ip\nbase for stimulating discussions
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and intellectual enrichment. It is a well-knowntf#ltat a lot of attendees of her literary
salon were experiencing economic hardships. Johwssraware of their financial
difficulties and did not hesitate to describe thjgstto her half-way location
metaphorically as a “fight.” However, her words ltbbe also read as a political
challenge for talks, compromises or maybe eved {harsitions emerging among the
supporters and practitioners of the different vi@nsvhat makes African American
literature distinct.

Even if Johnson’s statement serves only as a pdim&ome vaguely identified
political platform for cultural unity, it represenivell the author’'s ambition for managing
and directing the course of a black literary anltiucal ideology that counts heavily on
raising the equivalential logic among the blackrespntatives of art and literature.
Attending the meetings of the Saturday Nightethesfirst crucial step in that direction,
while the geographic and regional diversity of #tiendees and their work would
guarantee the expansion of equivalence based omgliae same literary culture of
color and tradition®®

There is another thing about Johnson’s statemanstiould not go unnoticed. It
pertains to the strategy of implementing and sostgithe half-way cultural policy.
Johnson qualifies it as a survivalist strategy. pbmt of having “a fight halfway” is to
survive, and by implication, not to surrender téstde definitions of cultural specificity
backed by the system of white literary patronagbndon understood the generation of
power in these intercommunal contexts as somethiaigoenefits the patrons above all
and causes the patronized to conform and adapetoultural expectations and taste of

the patrons.
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It is through the domestication of literature anerary debates that Johnson was
hoping to guarantee the survival of the bold attenigr self-definition of this literature
of color. As withSafeand her other plays, the political questions etfiterdomain of the
home to seek a protective and survivalist outcoftbeir resolution. Scholars of her
literary salon refer to Johnson’s place as “a refftigm the interracial hostility” and a
“sanctuary” where she “offered a rare, liberatiogidination of honest and open
fellowship and rich intellectual exchange” (McHe2%2). Thus, the domestic space
becomes a “safe space” (McHenry 268) for acquilibegary maturity, and by extension,
“[t]he literary community that Johnson created @ home through the Saturday
Nighters was safe and supportive” (McHenry 275)tHis one should add and the
relatively long time, almost a decade, during whiochnson was able to run her literary
salon even if in the thirties the signs of stagmaand irregularity of meetings were
already present. This aspect of continuity showoldoe underestimated for the perception
of her home as a safe space or the definition olteeary mission as a supportive and
mentoring enterprise.

To explain the literary salon mission, scholarsenasiopted terms that emphasize
Georgia Douglas Johnson’s culturally political irrags mentioned before, Gloria Hull
interprets her as a “cultural nexus.” Judith L.gBkens sees her as a “community
builder,” “cultural sponsor” and an “artist actiis*® And Elizabeth McHenry speaks of
Johnson as a “gifted organizer” and “literary merit® These terms equate the
importance her work, even if informal, to that loé tmale leading intellectuals of the
New Negro Renaissance. Johnson, however, chosgltiight her role in the literary

salon in gendered terms. She calls herself a “vawplhostess” who tries to offer
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“contactual inspiration” to her visitor3* The title hostess might seem belittling, as Hull
observes, and the contactual inspiration might ldeka less labor intense and more
leisurely intellectual occupation, the fact rematimast Johnson opted for a feminine
introduction of her work as a literary hostessti€siagree, this feminized image of a
cultural and literary facilitator is an importedategy from her early years as a poet. Her
first three published books of poetiyhe Heart of a Woman and Other PoeBisinze: A
Book of VerseandAn Autumn Love Cycléuilt Johnson’s reputation as “the foremost
woman poet of the race®® And if her poetry avoided, for the most part, ficization of
racial issues and confrontation with the powerthefday in favor of promoting a soft
and affective feminine side, detached in a Victodi&e fashion from the problems of
social injustice, her involvement with the literaglon gave a different shine to
Johnson’s literary-celebrated femininity. The gpal, personal experience of love and
affection, or lack thereof, gives way to the expres of maternal devotion, protective
and nurturing gestures toward the members of teaty salon.

Correspondence documentation points to Johnsortarnad policy towards the
attendees of th8aturday Night ClubShe was especially fond of her maternal patronage
of young male writers. “Indeed | am rich in sondghnson wrote boldly in a letter to
Jackman?? The young male writers reciprocated to this mester bond. In Hull's
words, “she called the younger men her ‘sons,’theg referred to her as
‘mother’”(Color, Sex, and Poetry87 - 188). Johnson’s net of maternal affiliatspmead
as far as embracing even one of the major ideokgtithe New Negro Renaissance,
Alain Locke. After the death of Locke’s mother i82R, their friendship grew and

Johnson became something like a second mothento hi
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This type of protective mothering is both reminisicef and distant from the
model of black mothering that Patricia Hill Collidsfined in her seminal study on
African American female experience as othermotigefihThe above presented evidence
suggests that Johnson willingly took the role dfeoimother at her literary salon. In this
sense, Johnson is a conduit of the black histotiadition of mothering that shaped the
African American communities under slavery and igéed later on as a distinct
communal model of mothering as opposition and radtéve to the white model of
motherhood. According to McHenry, Johnson’s matemmadel of hosting was “also a
part of the feminine posture [Johnson] adopted”‘aves a way for her to ensure that she
would remain at the center of the literary commyaihd maintain contact with the
vibrant intellectual world to which she would ndherwise fully belong” [Forgotten
Reader277). McHenry’s reading lays stress on the perdosefit that Johnson tried to
extract from her maternal hosting and feminine yasg). The salon becomes a vehicle
for propelling the artistic career of a black feealriter in the highly competitive
renaissance period of black literary production arade-controlled institutional outlets
for the channeling and dissemination of black &itere. The Half-Way House served to
secure Johnson with steady access to the leadaeg bitellectuals and writers and also
presented her with a chance to rise to the stdtasimilar intellectual and creative
prominence herself.

If we shift the focus from personal benefit andeegirbuilding to how Johnson’s
specific position gets charged with the performanfoenifying effects, then we are in the
sphere of Laclau’s hegemony and its political cartdton: the absorption of a social

position that does more than signal a sheer diffeakevalue. The adoption of another
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mother role in this case becomes laden with paliti@lue, essential for aiming at a
hegemonic position of power. The road to such amgal hegemony goes through the
deployment of the survivalist black practice ofethnothering.

Johnson’s othermothering goes beyond the perpetuat a collective tradition
of survival via communal mothering. Sociologistrrad Hill Collins points out that both
bloodmothers and othermothers were involved instratting knowledge to their
children about “how to survive the interlockingusttures of race, class, and gender
oppression while rejecting and transcending thaseesstructures'Black Feminist
Thought124).%° However, there is more to the black othermotherigalist and
rejectionist formula when coupled with Johnsorterary agenda and artistic ambitions.
It seeks to transform the original physical aspédurvival into a culturalist model for
survival, growth, and group identification. As God contends, “Black women’s
experiences as othermothers provide a foundatioBléck women'’s political activism”
(Black Feminist ThougHt29).3® The parameters of this political activism, as the
examination of Johnson’s literary salon activiiiedicates, are not limited to black
antagonisms in a field of crisscrossed with raeedgr, and class variable power
dynamics, but are generated by maternalistic attebopstructure hegemonic frames of
collective being. This is at the core of Johnsditesary and cultural political activism. It
claims to organize a black space for creative esgdo@ in an organic, uncorrupt way.
Thus, Johnson’s maternalistic cultural sponsorahiper salon, as an expression of her
literary political activism, claims a function thetirpasses the narrow domain of

mothering and spills over into the domain of blaakural politics, already marked as a
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masculine enterprise. This claim is precisely titenapt to politicize the function of
othermothering by making it appear as a unifyingteeof black cultural life.

The domestication and the maternalistic protecsionihat the New Negro
Renaissance project met in the face of Georgia @subphnson turned it into a cultural
rival position to those of Du Bois and Locke. leaghe inertia of Du Bois’s art-as-
propaganda position to give itself its politicaésh and it also tries to balance and tame
the doctrinal clash between Du Bois’s politicalamt Locke’s folk art position without
dismissing Locke’s search for authentic or tradigibblack art elements’

In terms of assessing Johnson’s literary outpthélyears when she was also
managing th&aturday Nighters Clylcontemporaries saw her poems and plays as
explicitly feminine and even feminist in subjectastyle. Alain Locke, while reviewing
one of Johnson’s volumes of verse, wrote that thieax is a representative of the school
of “modern feminist realism,” rediscovering the $hje vein of love and joy for life
(Foreword to An Autumn Love Cycle, xviii). In thate 1970s, critic Erlene Stetson
examined briefly the poetry of Georgia Douglas am relying on a black feminist
approach. The more contemporary interpreters afislmishifted their attention towards
her drama, but continue to view Johnson’s dran@atias an instance of “black feminist
cultural performance” (Stephens in “Politics, Aedtibs, Race, and Gender”) or apply a
theoretical framework that combines black feminrgicism and feminist theatre theory
for analytical purposes (Stephens in “Anti-Lynclay’l by African American Women”).
This approach is especially valid and valuable,amy because it serves to examine the
work of a black female author, but also becausasmihwas quite emphatic on the use of

female characters for her dramas. “Almost withoweption,” Gloria Hull claims, “the
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female characters are center sta@&slor, Sex, and Poetrd/74). This is obvious from
the first collection of Johnson’s drama of publdt@d unpublished texts that Judith L.
Stephens prepared in 2006 in her bddke Plays of Georgia Douglas Johnstmenrich
the field of black dramaturgical studies and praenatparticular the long overdue
attention to Johnson scholarship.

The stress on the feminist aspect of Georgia Casugbhnson’s literature and the
feminist approach towards the academic presentafiber work, both from her
contemporaries and later critics, carve a nichaise the logic of feminist difference to a
degree where it serves the agenda of (culturalifiem in general or black (cultural)
feminism in particular. The reading of Johnsonisclying dramé&afe however, as well
as her literary salon activities that span closa whole decade, indicate that, even if we
accept the feminist stance in her literary andlextéual career, we see how her feminism
does not stop at the boundary of women'’s issuasalg&emarginalization, gender equality,
the question of black versus white motherhood aeemal parental rights — issues that
make the very fabric of feminism and its sistemistg black feminism, but spills over
into the domain of other social groups and the®nests through the political
organization and creation of power centers withmklack community. One such power
center revolves around the empty signifafetyand the two poles of its protective
maternal feminist interpretation. The first polesigctly tied to the domain of drama and
art, where safety is taken to a radical extremeuin stretching the field of synonymy
for this lexical unit to embrace the signif@eathas well. The second pole is a reflection
of the public role as a literary sponsor that flshed under the banner of Johnson’s

reconciliatory and unifying half-way approa&afetythen takes a softer tone of
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trimming the edges of rival doctrines for cultudatinction and pushes towards
recognizable cultural identification, guaranteedtry maternalist protective approach of
a female New Negro writer. The second meaningpdétycarries always the risk of
failure to organize literary and cultural commuuaity revolving around a loose
compromise doctrine, even if the compromise haotegtive blanket over it to ensure
the best nurturing environment for its developmaeutiije the first meaning afafetywill
always mobilize communal attention to the issusadéty through its shocking temporary
content which urgently presses the need for reshgfiits crushing content. This polarity
is what the back and forth movement between ficiod reality indicates when it
measures Johnson, the dramatist, with her &fgand Johnson, the cultural sponsor,
with her Half-Way House.
* ok

Compared to Angelina Weld Grimke’s “The Closingdpd Shirley Graham'’s
It's Morning and Georgia Douglas Johnso&afemove the problem of infanticide and
its connection to the political signifisafetydefinitively forward into the black social
space. The infanticidal tragedy, with all the acpamying social repercussions, is no
longer contained in the circle of family relatiomsfemininity and motherhood, but is
presented to a considerably larger social basegadith the verbal maternal articulation
of safety. The value of the maternal signiSafetyposes a serious challenge to the
members of the black community, which they canpbtesat once. Toni Morrison’s
Beloved speaks in length about the time-consuming prockassimilar communal
enterprise and the stages accompanying the formatithe consensual acceptance of

safetyas a viable political signifier.
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NOTES

! Scholars have long weighed the advantages andwdistages of the two terms and their ability torser
as fair designators for African American art andriture between 1920 and 1940, and as valid aisgo
for analysis. The label Harlem Renaissance acctsw@aspecific geographic location, Harlem in New
York, as the epicenter of black artistic and catyarosperity. As such, it fails to acknowledge fhet that
there were other important centers of black actistéativity such as Washington, D.C. and Chicade
second label, New Negro Renaissance, is derived the title of Alain Locke’s seminal anthologhhe
New Negrq1925), acknowledged as a foundational text ofle@ement as well as his introductory essay
that defines the ideology of the movement, its g@ald ambitions. This name solves the problem of
privileging geographic locals over ethnic and racanceptualizations of art, but inevitably it p@irout to
Locke’s doctrine first before it credits rival inpgetations. For the purpose of this analysisténe New
Negro Renaissance might be more appropriate, gheefact that neither Shirley Graham nor Georgia
Douglas Johnson lived or created their work in elal Their dramas never had the commercial success
and circulation of the Harlem-based productionsti&rmore, Georgia Douglas Johnson'’s literary #gtiv
took place exclusively in Washington, D.C. whileiridly Graham’s career is more variable in terms of
geography.

It should be noted that scholars of the Harlemdresance or the New Negro Movement as well
as Shirley Graham's biographers are not in agreemer whether Graham technically fits into thatipe.
For example, the Gale companion to Harlem Renatgsarhe Gale companion to Harlem Renaissance,
published in 2003 in three volumes, does not cardaientry on Shirley Graham. Tine Cambridge
Companion to the American Women Playwrigi®99), critic Judith L. Stephens writes her cbapin the
Harlem Renaissance and the New Negro Movement tingusraham in a section at the end of the essay
titled “Sister Playwrights."Given the commonality in topic and the essenceotifipal message of
Graham’dt’'s Morning and Johnson’Safg it is reasonable to claim Graham as a Black Rsaaice writer.

2 Judith L. Stephens remains a pioneer and mostipesthscholar of protest drama and more specificall
anti-lynch drama. It is her claim that anti-lynatacha forms a distinct American genre, with ovefa 1
plays creating the body of the genre. She is ds@trrent leading expert on Johnson as a playtvititgr
book, The Plays of Georgia Douglas Johnson: From the Negro Renaissance to the Civil Rights
Movemen{2006), contains several newly recovered dramakhpson.

3 A good source to illustrate this trend in the BlyilGraham scholarship is Gerald HornBace Woman:
The Lives of Shirley Graham Du B¢Z000).

* Elizabeth Brown-Guillory’s “Disrupted Motherlineslothers and Daughters in a Genderized, Sexualized,
and Racialized World” appeared in her bodlomen of Color: Mother Daughter Relationships ie 2"
Century Literaturg1997). Chronologically, it precedes Joyce Meiartcle, “The Refusal of Motherhood
in African American Women'’s Theatre” (2000). AlttgluMeier does not lisomen of Colom her
bibliography, she cites two other sources authbseBrown-Guillory one of which is her influentiaiusly,
Their Place on Stage: Black Women Playwrights ireAca (1988). It is through playwright, critic, and
editor of a literary anthology Brown-Guillory théite idea of infanticide as a result of black mosher
perceptions of powerlessness, invisibility, andceteéssness gains ground in the criticism of Grimpke’
Johnson’s and Graham’s dramas. Brown-Guillory finitely a leading expert in the study of African
American theatre and the role of women in its faiareand growth. She is the editor\WWines in the
Wildrness: Plays By African American Women fromHlaglem Renaissance to the Presgi890) which
had the first official publication of Georgia DoaglJohnson’Safeand included Shirley Grahanmiss
Morning as well. She is also the editorMfddle Passages and the Healing Place of His{@306), a
collection of critical essays as well as the auttfdiwelve plays produced across the US.

® It is interesting to note that one of the manyritas of Euripides’sVledeais done by leading Harlem
Renaissance author Countee Cullen and first pudaligh his bookThe Medea and Some Poeiins1935.
Cullen kept the same name for his draMadea as the original Greek text. As far as plot, heeads to

the Greek source and makes Medea leave triumphafirtliythe implementation of her cruel revenge. The
biggest transformation is perhaps the linguistie by giving it a folk feel. See Lillian Corti's “Cmtee
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Cullen’'sMeded (1998) for further information. There are intelirg discrepancies between the way the
black women playwrights of the period represerartitide and Cullen’s version of the same problem.

® In W.E.B. Du Bois Manuscript Collection, dated Sapber 8, 1938.

" W.E.B. Du Bois published his essay, “The Talerfedth,” in 1903. In it he developed the idea othla
exceptionalism, arguing that a small number of pkoeal black men are capable of bringing out testb
in the race. These were men of high intellect, Kedge of the world, and great talent, possessoss@fs
vision who have risen among black Americans to kbadh in their quest for cultural, political, amutcsl
prosperity. Du Bois called them the “talented tehlthis obvious that Shirley Graham was familiaithw
Du Bois’s essay and the idea of a small black @litcharge of cultural, social, and economic proispe
What should be noted is Graham'’s bold insertioa the Du Boisian male elite dream by claiming a
similar leadership position for black women.

8 See Alesia Elaine McFadden’s dissertafitreArtistry and Activism of Shirley Graham Du Bois: A
Twentieth Century African American Torchbeaf2009).

® Graham had learned some dramaturgical skills iisa@jo prior to her years at Yale that may have @dov
insufficient for her development as a dramatisteMaovided her with better knowledge of the gesmd
support for the production of her plays. Her advisas also quite supportive, giving her a lot egdom
for artistic exploration and assistance with cortiptethe production of the plays the way Graham
envisioned them rather than adjusting the projectover up for some production problems.

%1 have used Kathy A. Perkins’s biographical emmyGraham in her antholodglack Female
Playwrightsand McFadden'$he Artistry and Activism of Shirley Graham Du Bwoisntroduce these
biographic details of Graham’s life.

1 shirley Graham'’s plait's Morning made its second appearance in the same anthdlbgyother two
lynching dramas by Johnson included in the sameotody areA Sunday Morning in the South925) and
Blue-Eyed Black Bofc. 1930).

12 A Sunday Morning in the Souik one of Johnson’s most discussed dramas. Ste wwo versions of it
— a white church version and a black church versianan attempt to maximize public awareness again
lynching and political activism in favor of the Wagy-Van Nuys Anti-lynching Bill (1938-1940) thatver
got passed in Congress.

13 See Rayford W. Loganshe Negro in American Life and Thought: The Na8if2-1901 (New York:
Dial Press, 1954.

1n 1899, Sam Hose, born Tom Wilkes, was execugea lgnch mob in Coweta County, Georgia. He had
a heated argument over wages with his employeiratite ensued physical conflict, after being theeat

to be killed, he hit and murdered his white emptogmon after the incident, rumors started thadlbe

raped his employer’s wife and assaulted their cbildThe lynch mob cut off Hose’s ears, fingersl an
genitals, removed the skin from his face and buhigdalive. Later, reportedly, Hose’s knuckles aqpe

for sale in a grocery store. The case was widalgudised in black and white newspapers and magaftines
is possible that Johnson alludes to this cag&afie She changed only a letter in the name of thehgdc
victim, Sam Hose became Same Hosea, and she kegistiute over wages between worker and employer
in the drama. The victim of the lynching 8afe however, did not kill his white employer but ortiig him

in self-defense.

15 All citations forSafeare from Judith L. Stephens’s antholdBye Plays of Georgia Douglas Johnson
16 According to Winona Fletcher, one of the earl@sttemporary biographers and scholars of Johnson’s

work, Georgia Douglas Johnson submitted at lesstglays to the Federal Theatre Project (“From €gnt
Poet to Revolutionary Playwright: Georgia Douglakrison. Theatre Annua(1985): 41-64.) Judith L.
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Stephens, the most current and influential schafa¥ohnson’s life and dramaturgy, has identifietién
bookThe Plays of Georgia Douglas Johnson: From the Niegro Renaissance to the Civil Rights
Movemen{2006) the exact plays that Johnson submittedad-P. There were two historical plays,
Frederick DouglasandWilliam and Ellen Craftthat Johnson offered to the attention of the BESRvell as
three lynching playsBlue-Eyed Black Bgysafe andBlue Bloodp.25. Johnson's literary contribution to
the NAACP, however, did not end with the rejectiaies of her plays. In 1938, Stephens claims, dohns
was asked again for the NAACP’s anti-lynching caigpaThis time, she presentéad Yet They Paused
andA Bill To Be Passeg. 37. The plays that were thought to be lostplstas personally discovered them
among the NAACP papers in the Library of Congrest999 as we are informed in her article, “ ‘AndtYe
They Paused’ and ‘A Bill To Be Passed’: Newly Rem@d Lynching Dramas by Georgia Douglas
Johnson,” published in th&frican American Revieim the same year informs us.

17 John Barissa, FTP reader.
18 Charles Gaskill, FTP reader.
19 c.C. Lawrence, FTP reader.

2 One of the FTP readers wrote a comment for thewsight to “Rewrite it!” and added that he
recommended it “with reservationsSafe however, remained rejected in the file of the FPi&yreader
Service.

2 |n Marta Gilman Bower’s stud@olor Struck” Under the Gaze: Ethnicity and PathologyBafing in the
Plays of Johnson, Hurston, Hannsberry, and Kenr{2d93), p. 34. Bower claims that the NAACP
rejection of Johnson’s work took its toll on heygise. Along with her “scattered writing” and “chamot
house” that speak of fragmentation and repressatitgl, Bower draws the conclusion that Johnson
suffered from mania and nonfunctional neurastheniate that accompanied her for the rest ofifeer |
(34).

22 Critics who have studied Georgia Douglas Johnsaciiwism have not yet examined the connection
between her anti-lynching literary (and nonlite)aagtivism and her literary salon involvement. br h
groundbreaking study, “Art, Activism, and Uncomprising Attitude in Georgia Douglas Johnson’s
Lynching Plays,” Judith L. Stephens discusses Jofiasactivism mainly in terms of her literary outpu
Johnson contributed to the anti-lynching struggié whe biggest number of anti-lynching plays tlzeny o
black playwright wrote, and in doing so, she alsnsolidated her position as the primary sourceffer
study of the new dramatic genre, as Stephens deiffinde lynching play. Stephens claims that Johris
an integral part of the making of the tradition(lofack) lynching drama. Although Stephens document
and analyzes well the rejection and the ensuedaltstween NAACP and Johnson, Stephens does not
read Johnson’s written defense and absence ofor\as a form of activism, too, nor does she lirto ithe
context of the literary salon. The critics who pdtention to Johnson'’s literary salon tend to exenit
separately from her career as a writer or tie duesively to her work as a poet. Marta Effingeriesdraphic
study on Georgia Douglas Johnsormhre Twentieth Century American Dramatists: Thirde3(2002) is

a good example of the first approach. Gloria H(llidor, Sex, and Poetry: Three Women Writers of the
Harlem Renaissanc@d 987), Claudia Tate's “Introduction” 8elected Works of Georgia Douglas Johnson
(1997), and Elizabeth McHenryforgotten Readers: Recovering the Lost HistoryfoftAn American
Literary Societieg2002) are excellent illustrations of the secaedd.

% saturday Nighters Clulvas also the name that was widely adopted to poigel the activities of the

club inside and outside Washington, D.C. Gwend@&gnnett used that name in her “Ebony Flute” column
dedicated to African American artistic achievememtd published iThe OpportunityJournal of Negro

Life. Her message from October, 1926, reads, “We wih& olur cups over New York fire-places are wont
to miss the fact that little knots of literary dé®es are in like manner sipping their ‘cup of wdrnm this

or that city of the ‘provinces.” Which reminds niet | have heard Georgia Douglas Johnson sayttbed t

is a Saturday Nighters Club in Washington, tood (g Hull 165).
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41t would be sufficient to name just a few of tival views of the time to illustrate the debate aibthe
literary representation of African American chaeastand topics that evolved into different docsiabout
the function of African American literature. Exerapl here are George S. Schuyler’s “The Negro Art-
Hokum” first published in June 16, 1926Tihe Nation where the author argues, contrary to the New
Negro Renaissance project, that no distinct “Negtoexists because black people in America arg@lim
Americans. That the word “African” is used to definlack art as distinct and separate from Amerifam,
Schuyler, is nothing more but a marketing mechari@nselling products. The following week, Langston
Hughes responded on the pages of the same maguttin&he Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain,”
where he criticizes the urge of the race, sometthiaghe sees in Schuyler, to identify with whiteneHe
believes in the particular racial experience thepé create a distinct cultural art different frémerican
art. The now classic doctrinal clash between WB.EDu Bois and Alain Locke demonstrates anotheg sid
to the debate about what constitutes African Anaeriart and literature. The argument is not abotidr
African American art and literature exist as a safgacategory, but rather, what makes that art and
literature African American. Du Bois advances hissis of art as propaganda and claims that a regurn
the history of slavery is an essential experienogse, while Locke emphasizes the developmentroécy
every-day topics to portray best the life of theaNdegro, but excluding topics of racial clashes eaxdal
divisions. A third kind of approach, best exemglifiby the poet Countee Cullen, was the idea of
eliminating race and creating art for art’s saketi€ of Georgia Douglas Johnson’s poetry agre ith

her early books of verse, she aspires towardsasgalrt by choosing Victorian romantic topics eEland
femininity.

% Even though the connection and forms of interadtietween the different generations of visitors to
Johnson’s literary salon and her exact relationghipany of them remains largely unexplored, there
some evidence to speculate about her attitude tbthiat young generation of writers. The absencaioh
detailed studies precludes us as well from knowliegevolution of the artistic outlook of this Nevedio
Renaissance woman.

% Hull's periodization of Georgia Douglas Johnsoteseer is based on both literary development and
events in the personal life of the author. The fiexiod is exclusively related to Johnson, thet poel the
housewife. It is marked with success and recogmitibJohnson’s work, despite the fact that at hehme
had to deal with a husband who disapproved of éstdpades” into the world of literature. The second
period begins with death of her husband, whichsfiaghnson to exploit her literary and intellectual
pursuits to the fullest. This is also the time denre experimentation, communal cultural orgarazatand
political activism. It is marked by both declinedasuccess of her literary career. The third pebiegins in
the early 1940s, after the fading of the New Ndgemaissance movement, and continues up until flzth de
in 1966. It is a time of financial struggle andwamber of failed attempts to publish the work that as
accumulated throughout the last decades of heecakéthough she remains involved as a member in
numerous organizations — The Writers’ Club, Theféasional Writers’ Club, The American Society of
African Culture, the National Song Writer's Guittie Writers’ League Against Lynching, the Poet’s
Council of the National Women'’s Party, the LeagfigVoiters’ Club — she does not display signs of
community activism or active involvement in poléldssues. See Gloria Hull's “Georgia Douglas
Johnson” chapter i@olor, Sex, and Poetr§d987): 155 — 211.

" See “Georgia Douglas Johnson, Noted Poet, Aufbies,” Baltimore Afro-AmericanMay 28, 1966.

% The wordregionalin this sentence is in reference to literaturesash, it stands to reflect the
peculiarities and characteristics of the literatfr@ given region, evoking a specific cultural agvess and
historical sense of belonging as key ingredienthizping a given regional outlook and literary ficac

% In The Plays of Georgia Douglas Johnsdndith L. Stephens uses the labels “communitidbtii and
“cultural sponsor” and clarifies that Johnson “gi@ad an informal brand of community building” toits

the transformation of her home into a site of &itgrand artistic activity. See “Introduction” e Plays of
Georgia Douglas Johnsop. 16. The labels “artist activist” and “sponsaré operative terms in Stephens’
article “Art, Activism, and Uncompromising Attitude Georgia Douglas Johnson’s Lynching Plays.” See
p. 91.
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% See Elizabeth McHenry's chapter “Georgia Dougt#don and the Saturday Nighters,” in her book,
Forgotten Readers: Recovering the Lost HistoryfotAn American Literary Societiepp. 266 — 267.

3L In a letter to Charles S. Johnson from Decembd61Georgia Douglas Johnson describes her duties
toward artists as follows, “Tomorrow | have tweefnds in to spend the day. Both have heart tro@uth
travel toward the West, as who doesn't. Each st@ale her lounge for the day and | shall be thelvavgp
hostess. | am already excited with the prospectiseofiay” (qtd. in Hull 187). Johnson put the phbras
“contractual inspiration” on a bunch of manuscripiarked “Ready for Publication.” One of the
manuscripts was titled “Literary Salon.” See iterarBthe list at the Moorland Spingarn Research &ent
Howard University.

%2 The Heart of a Woman and Other Pogh818)is Johnson'’s first published book of poetry, which
gained her recognition and even became a small evoiah success. In it, the poet retains distanoen fr
racial issues by privileging romantic issues tadkt®em a woman’s perspective. Critics of Johnson'’s
poetry associate this collection with the gentesdition and see Johnson as a poet that demorsstrate
Victorian sensibilities. With her second collectiohpoemsBronze: A Book of Verdd922), Johnson
enters the terrain of racial debates, but sectibitspreserved the feminine perspective and olktloicher
verse, only this time, it was black womanhood amdhmrhood that she displayed interestAin.Autumn
LoveCycle(1928) was publishedfter her partial disillusionment as a dramatisit Johnson returned to
the well-familiar personal and lyrical notes of learly poetry.

33 etter to Jackman, December 26, 1942.

34 See Patricia Hill Collins’8lack Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness the Politics of
Empowermentl990), where she examines the various types dfienbbod within the African American
communities and argues that othermothering diddrtith the abolition of slavery and the dismarglof
the slavery economy, but persisted throughoutebenstruction era and into the modern day.

% Although Patricia Hill Collins makes this partienistatement with the black (other)mother-daughter
relationship in mind, her whole analysis suggess both female and male children were receivirg th
same treatment.

% patricia Hill Collins discusses community otherhras and political activism primarily under the
auspices of the nineteenth-century doctrine ofiftupd) the race” and its modern expression, asi@sll
sees it at work in the twentieth century. Communityermothering has the purpose of bringing people
together “so that vulnerable members of the comtyuwmill be able to attain self-reliance and
independence essential for resistance” (132), @o#irgues. Collins associates othermothering as
community activism which often requires person#ftsacrificial acts from the black women in order t
perform their communal political function. On théaer hand, however, motherhood — whether
bloodmother or othermother — remains a symbol wiifitne and feminist transformative power shaped by
the expression of ethics and personal accountabiltards the integrity of the black community. Shu
Collins supports an extremely optimistic view abth# potential of black othermothering. Its missi®n
empowering and instrumental for the functioningwbng African American communities. She
acknowledges African American mothers, both biatagand communal, as overly protective, but reads
this characteristic only within a survivalist and@owering framework of maternal action.

37 Johnson was inevitably well-familiar with the twonapeting doctrines for black theatre development
that Howard University professor Alain Locke and tine that the most prominent black scholar and
intellectual Du Bois had been advocating. Lockdék drama” tries to separate politics from art by
insisting on depicting the everyday casual lifelef Negroes while avoiding topics of racial clasaed
disputes. By putting emphasis strictly on art, henmtes the development of authentic African Arraaric
art characteristics, including the use of vernacaral expressivity. Du Bois, on the other hands putuge
emphasis on the role of politics and political gaatcomplished through the means of art. His ‘&rt a
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propaganda” thesis encourages the treatment @il aciblematics produced by past or current imhzdan
of power relations and oppressive situations tasiilt in social, economic, and cultural disadvaasafgr
the black segment of the American population. Johissartistic credo, and in particular the exaniomat
of her dramé&afe shows that she sought some sort of midway bettfeetwo leading theoretical
doctrines of the day by neither dropping the strpalitical charge nor the common folk everyday &dyg
Safe thus, remains a document that testifies to ttraéommunal disputes on the form and content of
African American drama, and, in general, the aat there taking place in the second and third decafle
the 20" century in Harlem and Washington, D.C.

138



CHAPTER IV
TONI MORRISON’S POLITICS OF CULTURAL DIFFERENCE

This chapter examines the cultural politics of@liéince and the role of political
art as reflected in Toni Morrison’s critical prosed select interviews published in the
period between 1974 and 1997. Both the interviaevasthe pieces of literary and
intellectual criticism provide a valuable insighta the evolution, growth, and
significance of the author’s cultural politics affdrence and political dimension of art
and become documents with relevance to the spliégican American literary studies,
American literary studies, feminism, and politisldies. The examined documents
cover an extended period of Morrison’s career asit@r, intellectual, and thinker,
spanning from the formative period of her writingguction to the zenith of her career
that brought her domestic and international fam&ioying the Nobel Prize in Literature
in 1993, and the period after where she remaintaband influential presence on the
literary and cultural horizon. The key texts foabysis, listed in chronological order, are
“Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation” (1984he“$ite of Memory” (1987),
“Unspeakable Things Unspoken: The Afro-AmericansBnee in American Literature”
(1989),Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary gimation (1992), Nobel
Lecture (1993), and “Home” (1997). They are the tmegresentative documents of
Morrison’s critical legacy to indicate her view moethod, form, use of language,
organization, and function of African-American tagure in the 80s and 90s in the light

of its political goals and aspirations. The majoof the selected texts appear on the
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pages of thé&lorton Anthology of African American Literatupet also in théNorton
Anthology of American Literatur@and various other anthologies. This is a clear
institutional sign of Morrison’s influence and cameal status in relation not only to
fiction, where without doubt her greatest strergth, but also in relation to her critical
output and brave intervention into the sphere xtiui@ and ideological designs for a
specific minority literature.

The aim of this chapter is to examine the congsidt changes of Morrison’s
cultural politics as documented in her nonfictiaidse, during, and after the time of
publishingBeloved Since the empty signifiesafetyis of primary interest to us, we shall
be able to trace how Morrison shapes its meaning fittle over two decades to theorize
and imagine the development of African Americaerature through its lens.

-

Critics have long noticed Morrison’s tendency tadree a cultural spokesperson
of black people and their art. For example, Furnrablnderstanding Toni Morrison
(1996), claims that Morrison aims “to express duwal legacy” (3) which he associates
with tribal storytelling traditions, ancestral peese, and the capacity of one to endure.
He discusses Morrison’s cultural legacy entirelptigh the prism of ethnic traditions
and the skillful arrangement and interpretatiosuwth elements in the hands of a gifted
writer such as Morrison. He is right in assessimgidon’s influence and achievement
through this lens. “There is little doubt,” Furmantes, “that Morrison’s fiction and
literary criticism about the black experience in émga has contributed to an expansion
and redefinition of the American literary canon).(&lthough he acknowledges

Morrison as writer of a specific cultural legacgysg, for instance, that “her novels are
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instruments for transmitting cultural knowledgdjrig a void once occupied by
storytelling” (4), he is quick to situate her workthe context of American literature,
making her contribution to the expansion of theoraof a universal character.
Morrison’s work, in other words, is just anotherywa shape the idea of what it means to
live in America. Even though Furman suggests tihtet is a connection between
Morrison’s fiction and nonfiction and one could fiead through the clarifying lens of the
other, he barely dwells on Morrison’s critical peo# is in the last chapter of his book
where he chooses to discudaying in the Darkas an example of Morrison’s literary and
social criticism. Furman notes that her centrajgmiois the concern with the way
literature reflects a racialized society. He paysrdion to Morrison’s term American
Africanism and the way it boosts Morrison’s projemtreading America’s literature in
terms of imagined racial identities as structural aleological mechanisms for making
whiteness and shaping the characteristics — ingahsim, masculinity, historical
isolation, etc. — of a national literature. Furmlaowever, avoids comments as to how
and what Morrison’s booRlaying in the Darkdoes for the development of African
American studies and literary criticism, nor doescbmment what its significance may
be for the obvious expansion of Morrison’s caEenr critic, intellectual, and cultural
ideologue. He praises her for shunning Africanismd st at the very end affords a mild
criticism of Morrison’s study concerning her glagiomission of the presence of other
minority groups, such as Indians, whose literany emtural achievements were also
used for canon building in a similar fashion asidédn Americans’ cultural production.
Furman fails to shed light on Morrison’s culturadjacy when it comes to his brief

inclusion of Morrison’s Nobel Prize lecture in tbencluding chapter of his book. He
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examines Morrison’s treatment of language mostly testament to her artistry and
ability to weave stories that connect generatitliimately for Furman, it is the fiction
that makes Morrison an invaluable American cultasset.

In Fiction and Folklore(1991), Trudier Harris tracks down the folkloriatferns
in Morrison’s fiction. Unlike Furman, she expressesinterest in placing Morrison in the
ranks of the American literary canon but ratheisitssin viewing Morrison as an integral
part of the African American literary tradition tha shaped by folklore. For Harris,
Morrison creates a “literary folklore” (7). Her wois not a matter of simple
incorporation of folklore into fictional narrativelut an attempt for reconceptualization
and restructuring of folkloric patterns. Harris piosis Morrison in the ranks of
experimental African American novelists, such asif@ade Bambara and Paule
Marshall, who experiment with the novelistic formexpand on the folk tradition. Like
Furman, Harris is primarily interested in Morrissifiction.

Both Furman and Harris are interesting becausergq@esent the two major
splits in terms of critical preference to claim Meon as an American author above all or
to claim her exclusively as an African Americanhaut In the first case her work is
measured as a contribution to the nation’s litesatr to multiculturalism that again
leads to the idea of what it means to be Ameri&qecific ethnic and cultural elements
are clearly identified usually in a complimentargywbut their overall reading ends up in
the context of the different voices that shape Acaer literature. Studies in this mild
nationalistic vein that first thrives on differeniget then quickly reconciles difference in
the name of something bigger and more embracigeape are Karla Holloway's and

Stephanie Demetrakopulousew Dimensions of Spirituality: A Biracial and Bizual
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Reading of the Novels of Toni Morris(®87), Denise Heinze’Bhe Dilemma of
“Double-Consciousness”: Toni Morrison’s Novelt993), Herbert William Rice'$oni
Morrison and the American Tradition: A Rhetorica&ling(1996), and, of course, Jan
Furman’sToni Morrison’s Fiction(1996) .

Representative studies that reflect the second ireMorrison scholarship that
claims her work exclusively as African Americarrgflection of a strong tradition and a
great example of cultural resistance against waufgemacy, include Elliott Butler-
Evans’Race, Gender, and Desire: Narrative Strategieh@FRiction of Toni Cade
Bambara, Toni Morrison, and Alice Walk@r989), Marilyn Sanders MobleyFolk
Roots and Mythic Wings in Sarah Orne Jewette amd Morrison: The Cultural
Function of Narrativg1991), Trudier HarrisFiction and Folklore: The Novels of Toni
Morrison (1991), Barbara Hill Rigney'$he Voices of Toni Morrisofi991), Gurleen
Grewal’sCircles of Sorrow, Lines of Struggl#998), John Duvall'3heldentifying
Fictions of Toni Morrison: Modernist Authenticitypstmodern Blackne$2000), Karla
Holloway's Passed On: African American Mourning Stor{g602), Lucille Fultz’'sToni
Morrison: Playing With Differencé2003), Andrea O’Reilly’Soni Morrison and
Motherhood(2004). These studies emphasize the concrete elsmkdifference that
identify the presence, and development, of an Afridmerican literary tradition, or
explore the strategies that Morrison employs ferdbnstruction of a usable African
American identity as a woman writér.

No matter which trend in Morrison scholarship thetelies reflect, it is obvious
that the extent to which these studies imply trecsges of Morrison’s cultural politics of

difference has been measured primarily throughahe of her fiction, while including
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her nonfiction mostly as a support element in asegythat explain the kind of fiction she
excels in and the complexity of its cultural coostron with or without the web of
intertextuality it weaves with other (sub)cultures.

It is only in the 1990¢hat scholars turned attention to Morrison’s naidit itself
to examine it as a separate category for cognitipping of Morrison’s multi-faceted
achievements and public presences. The expansitwe study of Morrison’s nonfiction
will provide a much needed insight into the framafdier cultural politics and its
significance for her fiction, artistic credo, liggy critical thinking, and community-
oriented outlook. The new framing of Morrison’s ggace helps us see her not only as a
writer but also as an intellectual, theorist, ateréry celebrity with enormous political
influence in the shaping of the African Americamuounal and institutional agenda.

The critical examination of Morrison’s nonfictionists primarily as accounts of
single or an extremely limited number of her modiuiential non-literary texts and their
functions rather than the perusal of the larger lmemof these texts and the connections
they might reveal to illustrate the growth of Meon’s political position in regard to
African American literary and critical discoursenelexisting limited studies trace the
role and influence of Morrison as a critic, intetigal, and cultural commentator as well
as define her biggest contributions to literaryotlyeand literary composition. Schur
claims that it is after the publication Bélovedthat Morrison “inherited” from other
black writers, notably James Baldwin, the role @Epokesperson for African American
literary and cultural critics” (211). For Walliag Morrison’s literary criticism is “a
contribution to the debate over the revision of¢haon” (116) that was taking place in

the 1980s and 1990s. The greatest value of Morgswiticism, however, “lies in its
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playfulness” (122), Wallinger concludes. LudwigaeaMorrison’s nonfiction as an
instance of social criticism where in a contexpaigmatics, her work “connects
language and the human beings who use it in a framkewhich puts at the center of
intellectual activity embodied minds rather thamsdind of textualist grammatology”
(125). He defines Morrison’s use of language aogement from specific political areas
into her own realm of writing and classifies thiswe as “a pragmatist approach to
language” (130). The aspect of her linguistic pragem that Ludwig values is “its
fundamentally egalitarian and empowering imageialbdic interaction” (132). McBride
offers a poststructuralist Morrison who succesgfdéconstructs the writer/scholar
dichotomy in order to gain “author-ization” (162)¢ritical literary discourse.

Cast in the roles of spokesperson, canon revigiatesonstructionist, linguistic
pragmatist, or rhetorical player, Morrison consates with her nonfiction the political
presence of her persona and the political prim&tyeowork. To repeat, scholars draw
these conclusions based on a limited number of istwris critical texts? Attempts to do
the second type of comprehensive reading of Mamntssnonfiction, relying on a large
representative sample of text, are virtually nosext or at best of extremely limited
nature, given the prominence of Morrison and helfastliterary accomplishments,
academic career, and public profile. This chagtemni attempt to fill this void and offer
an addition to these initial but far from exhaustattempts to read the writer’s politics of
literary theory and practice as a cultural positbindentifiable African American
difference and explain its hegemonic potentialdaliective unity based on

cultural/literary identifications that offer safefiyr the members of this community.

* % %
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Dwight McBride’s detailed reading of Morrison’s “Speakable Things
Unspoken” is among the deeper scholarly investigatof Morrison’s nonfiction in
terms of how it shapes her cultural politics ofeli€nce and how she negotiates the shift
from writer to critic. His essay “Speaking the Uaagable: On Toni Morrison, African
American Intellectuals and the Uses of EssentiBsttoric” shows preoccupation
precisely with the political maneuvers of Morrisemonfiction, an issue that this chapter
aims to tackle too, with an explicit emphasis omrhetorical devices that Morrison
employs to deconstruct the author/critic dichotaang claim in this manner a legitimate
critical voice for herself. As the poststructurahisove in Morrison’s essay helps her
obtain the position of a critic, a second moveat th the direction of strategic
essentialism — takes place in order to solidifyAlfrican American cultural discourse
and empower Morrison’s intellectual leadership kganding the territorial presence of
cultural being from the realm of literature inteettealm of academia. Her closing
statement in “Unspeakable Things Unspoken” has bggpme an evidence for that.
“[A]s far as the future is concerned,” Morrisoniaig, “when one writes, as critic or as
author, all necks are on the line” (34). By equgthe role of writer and critic in terms
of responsibility to the process of canon buildisige already participates into the
formation of a hegemonic subjectivity the way Lactpeaks of it.

The pursuit of hegemonic presence, as McBride'dinggof “Unspeakable
Things Unspoken” suggests, comes from the clewaorital use of strategic
essentialism. This is no novel strategy when itesmo its deployment as a way of self-
determination of oppressed groups of people. Wavkihérom Spivak already while

McBride turns it into a narrow argument to fit theeds of a specific group of people.
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In his view, Morrison’s application of rhetoricdrategies is not only “common among
African American intellectuals, but politically irgppensable as well” (758). McBride
examines closely Morrison’s use of the first perplural pronoun “we,” the role of
anecdotes, and metonymic enlistments as key sieatéy political legitimization of
African American interests. These are all strategjiat pertain to the description of a
collective experience shared by members of thecAfriAmerican community. It is the
task of African American intellectuals, McBride ags, to continue to learn strategies for
essentializing, because it is the very existendbetategory “African American” that is
at stake with the poststructuralist threat to tfeate” and “experience” as unstable and
unreliable categories for analysis. Thus, McBrideeaces strategic essentialism and
justifies its use by Morrison on grounds that ithenmizes voices to tell their experience as
authentic and to bear a direct relationship to éxgierience as something that unites the
people who share it. In McBride’s words, esserdmalis an indispensable tool for three
reasons:

It permits us to hold up the possibility of a unigybeit fictitious, that makes our

burdens more manageable because the load is shiagathowers us to be able to

speak (through the discourse available to us) abeubppressive material and

political manifestations of a racialized hegemonyoar lives. And, finally, for

our purposes in literary studies, it makes posshededevelopment of a critical

discourse that centers these concerns in the stualyr literature. (774)
The moment of unity and the moment of empowermaspeak are both attributable to
the experience of white racialized hegemony enfbrgeon the lives of the black people.

The construction of a critical discourse to aid ghewth and study of identifiable African
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American literature of resistance and commemoratidinacial” experience becomes
openly a political task. Structured around the afispposition to white oppression and
collective trauma, it justifies the reclaiming afcral essentialism as a key element in the
construction of a racialized discourse to proviie language for expression and
legitimize the speech primarily as political. Thevdlopment of such a discourse as a
political entity is not any different from that afready established white academic
discourses of revision and resistance marked byt term of academic residency,
claims of scholastic relevance and true knowledgd,catchy display of ambitions to
rectify social injustices. We are all familiar withe invasion of politics into all
contemporary identity theories — feminism, Marxigrastcolonial studies,
multiculturalism and the possible combinations thater — with their increased
awareness that they are precisely political froettoment of their inception and into the
present where they modulate, change, or fine-tahigqgal objectives to sustain their
discursive viability and keep their agency as lasgossible in the academy and outside
it. In this sense, McBride’s political fervor aniag defense of Morrison’s use of
strategic essentialism is no surprise.

There is another very important element in McBrsd@halysis of Morrison’s
essay that should not go unnoticed. His assersitmat “Morrison occupies the language
of the discourse available to her and locatesiberdting possibilities from inside that
discourse through her deployment of racial esséesma(759). The deployment of racial
essentialism leads not simply to resistance blibévating possibilities. This last result
suggests an advanced level of political strategiarregard to content inclusion and

efficacy of applicability of essentialist discour&étimately, McBride concludes, and
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here he leaves the narrow Morrison thread of hgeotation to make a bigger statement
relevant to African American literary studies astele, claiming that strategic
essentialism is an indispensable tool. McBrideestit
It allows us to speak categorically in a discoulsg seems to demand and respect
labels. It enables us to speak to and about a @edpbdse individual lives may be
markedly different, but who nonetheless suffer fraeommon form of racial
hegemony. It permits us to hold up to the poss$ybdf unity, albeit fictitious, that
makes our burdens more manageable. [...] And, findiythe purposes in
literary studies it makes possible the developnoeéatcritical discourse that
centers these concerns in the study of our liteza{i74)
One can conclude that McBride views the workinghef African American critical
discourse as a counter hegemonic enterprise thewedyow it from Laclau’s theory of
hegemony. The demand and respect for labels ismgptan exercise to request
recognition from the other but above all, an exgi@sof desire to fix meaning that
protects one’s collective journey to emancipatibime talk of unity that is possible
among the markedly different individuals in the gpas a talk about canceling
differences through an operation of essentialiktical equivalence. And it is the cultural
equivalence that guarantees the hegemonic forntaeodkfrican American critical
discourse. Morrison’s “Unspeakable Things Unspdkenbuild on McBride’s
observations, is one of the best examples of dasitmégemonic output.
McBride’s essay becomes valuable because it demates the awareness in the
ranks of African American intellectuals that theridan American critical discourse has

to be politically constructed in order to accomiplits bigger emancipatory goals as well
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as gain a broad public and institutional recognitidnd it is with this awareness, to
search for the political construct of the writem@nfiction, that McBride reads one of
Morrison’s most influential pieces of critical pes/Nith his argument in mind, | want to
continue the examination of Morrison’s nonfictiar the constitution of her racialized
discourse and how it is equipped in terms of im@etimg its political unifying function
within the black community. The hegemonic capacftivorrison’s version of the
cultural politics of difference, as in her best abbBeloved goes through the power of
creating cultural and artistic meanings with poétisignificance with the help of the
empty signifiersafety

Morrison’s cultural politics of difference is based the idea of the role of history,
language, folkloric tradition, depiction of racedathe construction of subjectivity and
identity that recognizes the placement and postiynof discourses and the contextual
character of knowledge. It is the articulationtuéde specific elements listed above and
the strategies for their deployment in the contéxt¥lorrison’s cultural politics of
difference and the African American literary anddketical discourse that mobilize the
communitarian points of unity so vital for the pgagtion and development of culture
and literature of difference with a resulting emgong sense of identity and communal
belonging. This sense necessitates the rejectiart@facial and intercommunal cultural
hegemonies and the institution of the soothing nuuraf their intraracial and
intracommunal cultural substitutes.

At the core of Morrison’s cultural politics of défence, structured on the
principle of group cultural hegemony, lies the meoeptualization of the genre of the

novel in service of community interests with a deive pledge to speak the unspeakable
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in order to fill in the historical gaps that wetgher forcibly or willingly produced by
previous generations of black writers. A differdimhension of this reconceptualization is
the rejection of the individualistic art for arsake approach to writing in favor of a
tenacious social construction of literature whéeereader has an active role in the
making and reception of the literary act. The readéfrican American literature, just
like the writer, has a share in consolidating thaug interest. To have the reader work
with the author is to build a reader-writer comntymin a dialogical principle where
literature is both the medium and mode of commuankural communication.

Morrison’s novelistic and artistic approach reqgsiatso the experience of
difference without hierarchy in relation to whitedels of literature and the careful
handling of class and gender differences withitidi@al representations of the black
community necessary to promote longevity and caitirof African American unity
based on cultural achievements and the communariexge of these achievements.
Morrison actively works for the advancement of gghg asserting a specific positive
African American cultural identity that both givdge edge of a cultural struggle for
unconditional recognition of minority literaturedaprovides the safe context for a
protectionist theoretical background for the resmesand strengthening of black
literature’s political ambitions.

The second segment in Morrison’s cultural polib€slifference is her linguistic
approach. Although not a big fan of the phoneaascription of African American
Vernacular English, some of its conversation teghes and rhetorical tendencies to
disrupt Standard English grammatical structure thvar place as linguistic methodology

for reflecting the specificity of the African Amean culture. Morrison is known to go to
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radical extremes when it comes to the manipulatidanguage and its power of
representation. It has been tested to show botlntits of knowledge and the
emancipation capacity of its content and structure.

The respect for and inclusion of tradition, folldpand ancestral heritage is
another distinct aspect of writer’s cultural palktiof difference. Morrison always makes
room for the presence of orality, elders, myth, musr other folkloric elements to mark
culturally the tissue of her fiction. Coupled witite power of her imagination, this
becomes a technique for reconstructing communtiddyign the absence of sufficient
records. She refers to this aspect of her culpobiics as “literary archeology” and
remains loyal to its practice even in her most mecevels Mercy (2008) andHome
(2012).

The last but not least important significant pilkdMorrison’s cultural politics is
her bold entry into the discourse of literary cigm with her theory of Africanist
presence against which Americans build a natioteabture, on the one hand, and the
rejection of certain schools of literary criticismpre specifically the black feminist
criticism and white models of critical thought,adequate tools for the examination of
African American literature, on the other hand. élee see Morrison both as a
progressivist and innovator when it comes to thecAhist theoretical slant and a
conservative and traditionalist when questionirgalidity and efficacy of black
feminist theory or white theories for literary aysit. The preference for a non-white
traditional framework of literary criticism and odeeply grounded in an African
America cultural context that does not stimulatenmal splits caused by class and gender

perspectivism is Morrison’s gesture toward the arsal along intracommunal lines. It
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appears that Morrison welcomes the political paé¢wof critical literary discourses that
display hegemonic characteristics to ensure th®lisyeand growth of distinct African
American literary expressions.

To create unity on a cultural principle and idgnékpressed on the basis of a
shared culture, Morrison faces the task to arrahngeignificant segments of her cultural
politics and display them in an order that createafe environment for the practitioners
of African American cultural identity. It also mesato offer not only a culture and
literature of consumption but a culture and literatof social inclusivity and
participation with the extras of comfort and setgubrought by the literary interaction.
Morrison strives to offer culture and literaturehesme.

In the light of this hypothesis, to return to MaiBls statement that Morrison
deconstructs the writer/critic dichotomy to makeapfor her authoritative entry into the
world of criticism or to Ryan’s statement that “Mison constructs her role as artist-
teacher” (152) where as a result she claims dis®ieithority, we can say that the
implementation of her cultural politics of differ@depends on the active operation of
the writer/reader/critic triad invented by Morristmsatisfy her political interest, and by
extension African American literature’s interestself-determination, intracommunal
cohesiveness, and strategic location in the cowtieiterature produced in America.

*

In an interview given to the co-editors®iack Creation when asked to comment
on Larry Neal's programmatic essay “The Black Aisvement” and his assertion that
art is politics and vice versa, Nobel Prize-winnaghor Toni Morrison states that “all

good art has always been political” and equate$uthetion of an artist with that of a
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politician (Conversations with Toni Morrisad). She denies the assertion that the
political plight of the black artist turns art ins@ap-box rhetoric by insisting that if
indeed art becomes soap-box, it is not becausdabipolitical but because the artist is
not good at accomplishing it. This puts a great depressure on the artist not only in
terms of personal achievement and career estaldisttout primarily in terms of public
responsibility and the ability to unite a grouppeiople behind common goals and
objectives. Morrison does not specify what thesasggand objectives might be but finds
it sufficient to agree with the interviewees’ irmgegtation of political artist as a “message
bringer” and expands on calling such an artist &rfess bearer.”

In this trajectory - from a message bringer to tness bearer - one could not help
but notice the elevation in duty that Morrison inmegg for a black political artist that
rises up to a moral demand to ask for justice legg@nting evidence in the name of those
whose interest is being (artistically and politigalepresented. Unfortunately, Morrison
does not conceptualize any further the idea chswiolitics and the artist as politician at
that time of her career. Though the interview wiasmyin 1974, with Morrison having
completed only two important novelBhe Bluest Ey€1970) andsula(1974), she never
withdrew or criticized the statement about the €logsnnection between art and politics.
Even if initially the notion of the political remreed critically and conceptually
underdeveloped and mostly associated with the ipeaot bearing witness and message
delivery, Morrison kept expanding upon it in lateitical work.

Ten years after the first official endorsementhef tusing art and politics, and
with a considerable prominence of her literary preg, Morrison wrote “Rootedness:

The Ancestor as Foundation” where she reiteratepregious position that the work by
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a black artist must be political and explicitly atsrto the political character of her own
work. Morrison writes:
If anything | do, in the way of writing novels (ahatever | write) isn’t about the
village or the community or about you, then it & about anything. | am not
interested in indulging myself in some private seld exercise of my imagination
that fulfills only the obligation of my personale&ims — which is to say yes the
work must be political. It must have that at iteut. That’s a pejorative term in
critical circles now: if a work of art has any gwal influence in it, somehow it's
tainted. My feeling is just the opposite: if it hasne, it is tainted. (“Rootedness”
2290).
Three things should be noted here that give spdgitio Morrison’s interpretation of
political art. First, the political art is governbg the interests of the community. There is
an implicit critique of the personal or individued foundation of political acts. Writer's
interests should be put in service of the groupo8e, there is a subtle reminder that
writing can never be about you, the reader, butitpou as part of the village or the
bigger social structure. It is also instructiomaterms of how the reading process should
unfold — always in the direction of the commundlird, the assumption that political
writing is untainted is translatable into a claiboat the relation of truth to politics. It is
only through the mobilization of the political diniat truth-claims can be produced. They
should be reflective of some communal state whetle Writer and reader surface above
all as communal subjects.
The importance of community over individual iskigd even from a generic

perspective. In the brief genre overview of Afriedmerican literature, Morrison
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indicates that the autobiographical form is clagsi&fro-American literature because of
its capacity to turn the writer into a represene&bf the lives of the tribe/the group. The
personal again has to give way to the communaialtters only in its capacity to
represent in a most convincing and powerful wayessort of a universal state, a way of
life characteristic of the community as a wholedAhthis is the case, it always has to
stifle some of its unique characteristics.

In the brief paragraph dedicated to the signifieaoicthe autobiographical form
as the fundament of Afro-American literature, Msom even manages to draw a
distinction between the classic and the contemgamatobiography trends where the
latter demonstrates the loss of the communal aspedter, the contemporary
autobiography is about the “I,” its individual sfigles, personal achievements and
capabilities to survive on its own. Clearly, thisiads as a reactionary response to the
brand of individualism extolled by the makers of thmerican literary canon who see
individualism as a distinct feature of Americanioaal literature, an identifiable marker
of difference in comparison to European and otlaional literatures. The literary
pursuit of individualism as appraisal of self-ma@agnt is what Morrison considers
“inimical [...] to some of the characteristics of Bkaartistic expression and influence”
(2286). The particularism of representing distindividualism that trumps collective
interests constitutes a danger to the existencegnmassivity of Black art, and this, the
logic goes, necessitates the practice of literaficp and approaches that will guarantee
the communal life-line and collective experiencekamed in recognizable forms of

expressivity that will mark one aspect of AfricamArican literature.
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In “The Site of Memory,” Morrison repeats the claihat the genre of
autobiography in the form of slave narratives ciut&ts her literary heritage. She
emphasizes again the ability of a personal stodysprecial example to be put in service
of the race and adds a second function of the slauatives that stretches to a universal
dimension. The slave narratives had to persuadestiter that black people are human
beings and they too deserve God’s grace and tHeshim@nt of slavery. Since the legal
status of blacks in the South is the same, indalidlave stories lose a great deal of their
uniqueness and serve as good representatives gfdbp. As Morrison observes, the
genre of slave narratives plays out an intricaterracial political maneuver, seeking to
convince white readers that humanity stretches e yloe boundaries of one particular
race and God’s grace is for all human beings. Hlkinanand humanity raised as a
universalistic platform becomes the political réadaunch specific group demand of the
oppressed. Thus, the function of the autobiograplsiories in terms of representation
becomes dual — they have to be able to illusttateugh personal example, the life of the
slave community and they have to connect to trgefacommunity of whites by invoking
the concept of shared humanity where moral relii@a®uld operate in favor of the
oppressed once the shared-humanity argument gedptad.

It is the pursuit of the second goal — the appeahared humanity — that forced
slave narrative writers to compromise with conissties, according to Morrison. She
observes that writers avoid “put[ting] emotionatgsure on the reader” (2292) by means
of language selectivity and withdrawal of sordidails. In other words, the narratives
were designed to seek sympathy on the basis ahsamtality through a refined and

censored approach to information that would alliedeisreputable incidents but would
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not offend and scandalize the readers through grappresentation. Morrison gives an
example of this trend by citing a phrase indicatavriters’ intentions to keep a good
tone, “But let us drop a veil over these proceeslitag terrible to relate” (“Site of
Memory” 2293).

By veiling the truth about their experience, Moonsclaims, the writers of slave
narratives failed to provide access to their imtelives. And the access to interior lives is
important not in terms of casting some heroic irdlialism, as previously noted, but in
terms of establishing and assessing the true nafuhe oppressive existence. In this
context, Morrison defines her mission as fillingle narrative gaps by providing access
to the interior life of the oppressed. Her jobh®W to rip that veil drawn over
‘proceedings too terrible to relate’™ (“Site of Memy” 2293). Ripping the velil suggests a
revelation of truth hidden behind the mask of seantality and good manners and a
confrontation with painful reality. Providing acea® the interior lives of the characters
means also to strategize a possible exit from tineetsal of the shared humanity
regardless of skin color and opening the possttititchannel it into the universal of
shared group experience made possible becausenafar. The refusal of promoting
interracial hegemonic attempts is entirely in fawbspecific black attempts built
exclusively on experiential and cultural principeswe shall see later on.

To accomplish an act of truth-telling, Morrisoniesl on her own recollections,
the recollections of others, and on her literarggmation. The writer's memory of an
ancestor guarantees the link to the memory of eimencunity upon which the cultural
representation of the community lies. It is a jaym the past ambitiously laden with the

task to return to a place where communal histonylmarticulated in a truthful way.
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Morrison labels this kind of work “literary archegly” where “on the basis of some
information and a little bit of guesswork you joaynto a site to see what remains were
left behind and to reconstruct the world that threseains imply” (“Site of Memory”
2294).

Morrison’s label — literary archeology - impliesatHiction can be elevated to the
status of a scientific discourse, a form of sokiatory where knowledge of the cultural
and social resides as an accurate and trustwaetioyd about a group of people.
Furthermore, the principle of literary archeologlies on African American tools such as
patching up to make the whole or quilting from gieof different shape and color
intensity in non-geometric, life-like patterns.

If the major principle that Morrison employs iction is based on reconstructing
the past by gathering some scattered fragments,itisethe representation of the
gathered fragments as a whole that opens up spaagftoductive political return to the
past. The power resides in the reconstructionerhehts that give the opportunity for
freedom to be articulated in a new way via cultunalns.

Thus, the entrance into the interior life of th@ple is also the entrance into the
interior of the writer’s political view, to the s# of power and cultural ambitions and to
the cultural imaginary produced as an effect oéagsing the fragments and ascribing
them political meaning while making the whole. Téer tremendous pressure on the
writer to inscribe culturally the signs as both eeipatory in nature and as items that
traverse the road to what Morrison calls in “Thee®if Memory” “our original place”
(2297), and the aspect of that remembering is emaki Morrison sees the

implementation of such protective policy becomerapke through the genre of the novel.
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In “Rootedness” Morrison claims that Black pedpl&t music as an art form that
is exclusively theirs. It has no capacity to represulturally black people any more
because it has become a mode of expression awadablused by others. In a sense, this
is Morrison’s confession that black music now fumies as a universal (black and white)
art form but also an opportunity for her to bod tunction of the genre that she knows
best to fill in the created political and cultuvaicuum.® In the absence of axclusive
black music art form, Morrison assigns the novelttisk to represent black art and
defend its interestS.

Morrison makes the case for the genre of the niovedpresent African American
cultural interests based on the fact that it mighthe best medium to recreate the
conditions of storytelling as ancestral traditibattindicates a clear path to the past, to
cultural roots and identification mechanisms. Qlgdviorrison ascribes to the genre of
the novel a political unifying function — one tivaitl restore the sense of cultural heritage
and cultural unity and will help articulate Afric#dmericans as a distinct cultural group.
Furthermore, the ancestral tradition works as agmonechanism tested in time for
positive identification and a sense of belongingitghly functional social forms of
existence.

To accomplish this political unifying function, Migon introduces the elements
that in her opinion convert the novel into an AdmcAmerican artifact. These are
elements that will constantly espouse the pecaharacter of the African American
novel. They serve as the markers for cultural idieation; the very foundation upon
which the communal spirit will thrive giving blagleople a sense of belonging to a

particular cultural realm identifiable as a cométie and a safe place that bears the
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pretense to articulate a stable or fixed identit {re)positions African American culture
as always different from other cultures and asllaya empowering to its practitioners.
In Morrison’s view, one of these elements is thiditglio combine print and oral aspects
in such a way that the written creates the illusiba story being told or heard.

Morrison also relies on the authority of the readigs discourse to describe the
function of the author whose job is to employ $uilly the oral components just in the
same way “a Black preacher requires his congregaticpeak, to join him in the sermon,
to behave a certain way, to stand up and to wedpcaary and to accede or to change
and to modify — to expand on the sermon that isddelivered” (2287). Once again the
role of the author is given a public function tganize the community through affective
and patrticipatory modes and the narrative poweeggad by speech and sound effects
should retain its unquestionable authority simitathat of the sermon.

In terms of social responsibility, it is the autiicho must “provide the places and
the spaces so that the reader can participate7§288rrison speaks of the need of
author and reader to co-operate and do some ictigdlleand cultural work together even
if the major design for reader’'s moments of intexfee is directly channeled by the
writer. The highlight of this author-reader doctrils the preference for an active
communal response or the formation of a strong conakvoice that comments on the
action as it unfolds. This is formally the job betchorus, a term that Morrison borrows
from ancient Greek literature, to indicate the abwaieight and literary responsibility of
the reader as a community member.

To make room for the chorus, to have the condittoneommunal response and

tone of her work, Morrison pays special attentotanguage. In “Rootedness” Morrison
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insists on the absence of adverbs that qualifydesdribe the action. This is one
characteristic of her prose. The strength of exgaesshould be in the construction of the
sentence; it should come from its structure ratihan the reliance on qualifiers of action.
The absence of adverbs and qualifiers is a gestwrad the blockage of passing easy
ethical, moral, and developmental assessmentsnéfacgation with problematic social
events. Stripped of its qualifying aspects, thisoaeoriented prose promotes active
engagement with the surrounding world. It trimstagtic positions of degree and kind
by reorienting and condensing their power intowd and noun to focus the attention
on the action and passing on the responsibilithéoreader to interpret the qualifying
aspect of the deeds.

In “Unspeakable Things Unspoken,” Morrison develapdearer version of her
understanding of the African American language. lt@r language is a primary tool for
cultural and racial identification. She writes, ‘@most valuable point of entry into the
guestion of cultural (or racial) distinction, theeomost fraught, is its language — its
unpoliced, seditious, confrontational, manipulativeasked and unmasking language”
(11). One way to produce a materiality of languagh rebellious and authority-ousting
functions that will counter the established lingigi®rder that provides the identity of the
oppressor, as the quote suggests, is to modifyrdldé@ional syntactic structure of the
language of authority and rule (Standard Englisit) substitute it with structures that
constantly cripple the correct order of enuncigt&tnuctures that obviate difference
(African American language). Thus meaning-makiaggyns are constantly undermined
as legitimate mediations of truth about othernBlgsvever, it is the relational aspect of

the Standard English to that other language thihgwarantee the existence and
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specificity of the African American linguistic veos1. There is a pattern of determinism
that defines the African American language aswiach the rules of Standard English
do not allow it to be.

African American literature has also documentedf@dinguistic technique of
resisting standard American English. A lot of wistbave expressed preference for using
the vernacular either for the purpose of createalistic characters, primarily to satisfy a
literary goal, or with the more political orientati in mind, to invoke and strengthen the
black cultural territorialization and sense of coumal unity based on a linguistic
principle.®

Morrison, however, has expressed a different vidvemit comes to the function
and usage of the vernacular in her writing. In “Hphshe states, “My effort to
manipulate American English was not to take Stash&aglish and use vernacular to
decorate it, or to add “color” to dialogue. My atfowere to carve away the accretions of
deceit, blindness, ignorance, paralysis, and snadézvolence embedded in raced
language so that other kinds of perception werentyt available but were inevitable”
(7). Furthermore, the vernacular as transcriptiololack speech is almost absent from
her work. Her illustrations of raced language atknarely come on phonetic and
morphological level but rely instead on syntax, aetits, and story telling patterns.
Beloved however, offers some playful and curious expenitaon with the vernacular
and the sound as we shall see in the next chapter.

One beneficial moment in the function of racializaxdguage is the task to reveal
the interiority of African Americans by means ofefng the reader a form of linguistic

identification of how it feels to be positionedasobject in the system. As Morrison
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points out in her stylistic analysis of the openpagagraph ilBeloved “The reader is
snatched, yanked, thrown into an environment cotelyléoreign, and | want it as the
first stroke of the shared experience that mighpdssible between the reader and the
novel’s population” (32). In other words, langudgges the edge of its sword as a
weapon against foreign cultural occupation andshif forging a political alliance with
the reader based on a common goal to overcomdethsation together as a team of
people to whom physical and psychological threa¢sesented as linguistic instability
and mental challenge of some sort. Morrison expl#iat her practice of language is “a
search for the deliberate posture of vulnerabibtyhose aspects of African-American
culture that can inform and position [her] workUfispeakable Things” 33). It is the
deliberate posture of vulnerability that puts boltlaracters and readers in relations to
power that makes them dependent or victimizedirgaistic location with tremendous
unifying potential for contemporary and diversederaaudiences. The moment of unity
is an effect of the struggle of comprehending amehting amidst the presence of
linguistic uncertainty.

In her Nobel Lecture, Morrison contemplates thevgoof language. Through the
method of allegory that both masks and revealgptesent, Morrison engages the topic
of language as an instrument through which poweké&cised. An old, blind and wise
woman gets approached by some young people who tegt how wise she is. One of
them holds a bird in his hands and asks the old amowhether the bird is dead or alive.
The old woman answers that she doesn’t know, brikebws that the bird is in their
hands. Morrison quickly reveals to her readersti@bld blind woman represents, in

fact, Morrison herself as a writer, the bird stafmdanguage, while the young people
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are the readers who have to bring their respoitgildl language as well. As a writer, she
worries that her control over language is onlyipgrthat language is also agency and
writing becomes an act with consequences. Thusngteimentality of language is by no
means servile to the writer’s intentions. It caneagure correct representations and
unquestionable assertions of power. This is undmlipta shift from an early comparison
in “Rootedness” to the work of the writer as thba@reacher. The writer should make
use of language’s instrumentality with the follogrim mind, “Language can never ‘pin
down’ slavery, genocide, war. Nor should it yeaynthe arrogance to be able to do so.
Its force, its felicity is in its reach toward theeffable” (Nobel Lecture 270). To make
language “reach toward the ineffable” is to pustgleage beyond the certainty of its
descriptive limitation and toward signification pesses its descriptive units may offer in
the crosscurrent of various discourses.

The movement toward the language of the ineffableprises also of the non-
verbal elements that contribute to the construabibtihhe unspeakable. Morrison specifies,
“whether it laughs out loud or is a cry without@phabet, the choice word, the chosen
silence, unmolested language surges toward knowladpits destruction” (Nobel
Lecture 271). In this higher task given to languagéanguage surging toward
knowledge, Morrison seeks a certain safety in p#roe and cognition despite the fact
that the ineffable itself torments us with its uiegaolicy of resistance to symbolization.
Morrison’s language of the ineffable rivals perhépes discovery made by the glimpses
into the Lacanian real where it casts the immapesggence of trauma. In terms of
cultural politics, the linguistic move toward threeffable has the function to validate and

secure the positionality of the subjects of traand oppression and suspend possible
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easy judgmental passes coming from those who hatveonfronted the horror. The
linguistic gesture toward the ineffable is also pineduction of the condition necessary to
introduce undecidability and its later inevitab&argression into some form of
hegemony capable of satisfying a group’s senseooéls and justice.

The “word-work,” as Morrison calls her work withniguage, is generative
because “it makes meaning that secures our differeaur human difference — the way
in which we are like no other life” (Nobel Lectu2@1). But to secure difference, both
contextualized and historicized, as the contetheflecture suggests, is to maintain a
relational aspect to other differences that havsetbandled with respect. The process of
recognizing differences can either go through aeemgent on the egalitarian nature of
differences or through tolerance of differenceanmattempt to engineer new forms of
sociality.

The next element that makes the African-Americavehaentifiable is the
presence of what Morrison calls “discredited knalgle.” These are the elements
indicative of Black people’s cosmology — superstitand magic — as a way of knowing
the world. This knowledge is discredited, accordmlorrison, only because its
practitioners were discredited. The option to ideltdiscredited knowledge” in her work
is one more way to signal cultural allegiance ardhfoppositional epistemological
patterns accessible to everyone in the community.

Morrison insists that the African American artgbresence is entirely the domain
and responsibility of the African Americans. In “§peakable Things Unspoken,” she

sounds adamant about it:
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We are the subjects of our own narrative, withessesd participants in our own
experience, and, in no way coincidentally, in tkpezience of those with whom
we have come in contact. We are not, in fact “othéfe are choices. And to read
imaginative literature by and about us is to chdosexamine the centers of the
self and to have the opportunity to compare theseecs with the “raceless” one

which we are, all of us, most familiar. (9)

To be the subject of one’s own narrative is toralauthority in the writing of history.
This also means to embrace perspectivism that pughe own being as the focal point
of knowledge distribution.

Given the context of the cultural production of iBdn American art, Morrison
seeks both to undo the white hegemony relatedigtespology and create a competing
center for explication of history and identity paee by a distinct category of people.
To honor the distinct character of African AmerisaMorrison invites the reader to
examine the centers of this African Americanness.tB examine the centers of the self,
as critical theory teaches, means to affirm sonmed$dixed identity that speaks of
difference and attempts to essentialize it at #mestime. Morrison insists that
experiencing race is responsible for the produatiottis cultural difference that
becomes the core for articulating an African Amamiself.

Thus, Morrison aims to establish another kind @drmeony that will operate not
interracially but intraracially. It is an attempt$hift the power center of the racialized
discourse along intraracial lines — the safesttjposfor producing a broad communal
consensus for Morrison’s literary political projelttis also an attempt to escape the

antagonistic limbo of the white/black dichotomycasstructed by some white
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interpreters and sustained, but for a differenppsae, by some African American critics
of the Western canofl.

Morrison considers the “raceless” argument aslidvin “Home,” an essay
published later in her career and long after thalbdishment of race studies in academia,
she states that the world in which race does nttemar where that world is imagined as
free of race hierarchy is, in fact, an Edenesqtapian place — a dreamscape that is
posited as ideal but possible only if situated pra@tected preserve. In short, a controlled
place of existence that offers a more refined fofnmprisonment. Thus, race matters,
and Morrison wishes to think of such a world “amething other than a theme park, or a
failed and always failing dream, or as the fatheosse of many rooms” (3). She wishes
to think of it as home. By setting a house/homéalicmy, Morrison attempts to explain
how and way a raced world matters, how it diffeocsf a racist world, and how it could
be put to serve her political goals as a writer.

In her metaphorical approach towards race — rad¢®ase, race as home —
Morrison strives to delineate two branches of riamd discourse, both employed to
imagine their optimal arrangement of social relatiand public space. Race as house is
the metaphor for the racialized discourse of thetaraand this master’s house offers
only confining spaces for its racial inhabitantsalsimilar vein, the racialized discourse
fueled by scholars and intellectuals advancingdba of a raceless paradise designs a
house with no windows and doors for its subjectsridon wishes to domesticate the
racial project by turning the house into a home-daeasy task that she experimented

with in Beloved
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She becomes a proponent of a racialized discobasgives agency to the black
people. The working of such a discourse relies ihean the writer's awareness as “an
already-and always-a raced writer” (‘Home” 4) whessk is to “eliminate the potency
of racist constructs in language” (4). Morrison adrthat this is not an easy task. Unlike
the determination that she expressed about langndgmspeakable Things Unspoken”
as being rebellious and seditious, in “Home” shaigglto the difficulty to manipulate
language in relation to being free and situatedti@same time. In “Home” she reflects
about the language of the African American racadigiscourse that articulates race as
home. And she admits that the search for such Eggyis constantly on her mind.
Questions of language and habitation remain irthmrghts as “aesthetically and
politically unresolved” (5). But the general patdi goal of transforming the house of
race into a home for race remains as a long-tefjectie.

Central to this long-term objective is the prenilsat difference as race should
avoid patrticipating in a model of racial hierarciife task, as Morrison defines it, is to
create a “narrative language that insists on rageeiBcity without race prerogative”
(“Home” 5). This puts her thought closer to the paoh multiculturalists who defend the
idea that cultural differences in kind and degnmeeimcommensurate and deserved to be
expressed as they seem fit by their practitiondsrison is quick to note that to build an
intellectual and spiritual home for race, one ndedsome up with creative responses to
exile, the devastations, pleasures, and imperatiVeemelessness as demonstrated by
globalism, hybridity, feminism, migration, continggy, interventions, assimilations and
exclusions (*Home” 5)The metaphoric state of homelessness, accordiltptason, is

a product of historical and temporal phenomen&cohomic, social and cultural
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doctrines and ideologies that espouse the lacksHreial elements as building blocks of
identity politics and threaten to erase by mixeatcpces (hybridity), divisive practices
(feminism), or assimilative approaches (globalising) existence of comforting zones of
ethnic cultural stability. It is under the thredtloeorized and practiced cultural
dissolution of essential being that the politicaaly of African American literary and
cultural discourses should be shaped. Hence tregonation and existence of
autonomous, independent African American theowmatit literary projects capable to
stand as guarantors of cultural sovereignty.

Morrison claims that to design a racial home ikdwe a safe place for the
African American community. She attempts to brisgféty and freedom outside the race
house” (“Home” 10). As we have noted earlier, theerhouse is the place of oppression
organized by the rules of white patriarchy. Theeraouse is the place where a specific
brand of racist and racialized discourse gives mnggtio the social relations between
black and white people. It is a place where blasknmeeeds to be tamed and domesticated
to fit the parameters of general societal orieatatoward stability and governable
existence, a place where American Africanism waokiesolve white anxieties rather
than highlight them. It is a place where, to folloaclau, white cultural horizons get
projected.

The race house, both in its racist and anti-ra@ssions, privileges above all the
architects of the proposed types of “racial segtirRace as hierarchy and raciliazation
as the awareness of socially constructed perceptibrace share the same political goals
in terms of demanding social justice and revisibaazial arrangements in the name of

better existence. Morrison’s intervention into theialized discourse rejects both racism
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and racelessness as productive ways of measuergxtbtence of the other. To turn the
race house into home requires, in Morrison’s viaw articulation of safety (and freedom)
acceptable to the prospective inhabitants of tlve place callechome

Race as home is the line of racialized discourgeNforrison as writer,
intellectual, and politician wants to offer to twerld. The domestication of race, the
cultivation of race as home becomes a gender-cpagect where Morrison relies on a
maternal approach to imagine a protected space ¢afture of difference and its
practitioners. In her fiction, she has already ersgad the expansion and limitation of
extreme maternal protection that permeated thecfabher fictional communities.
BelovedandSulatestify to that discovery. It is first there tiMbrrison explores the
maternal factor for the semantic shifts in the gignsafety as triggered by infanticide,
and its applicability for a broader social projd@t would validate its presence beyond
the boundary of maternal discourse. It is now wowen the intellectual and critical
discourses, as evidence in “Home” suggests, protecacialized language and literature
in service of African American cultural interesthius Morrison’s maternal mission in
relation to black literature is “to suggest contemgpy searches and yearnings for social
space that is psychically and physically safe” (fid 10). The psychic and physical
safety that she earns to establish for a bodyteriliure is her way to seek communitarian
unity and mobilization of communal spirit among id&n Americans. It is a culture-
sponsored moment of identification with commundlea and cognitive empowerment
displaced from a social place of oppression (raxes@) and articulated the maternal way
in an attempt to build a new social space (hom@raotection and safety. Some critics

have interpreted this maternal protectionist apgrdaward black literature as the
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infantilization of literature. And even though sugadings may present a valid argument,
they miss the point of why it is necessary to drjaslitically African American criticism
as a safety net for the expression of intellectudtural, and literary freedom.

In the operation of this racialized maternal digseyMorrison imagines safety as
an expandable boundary. The home is place withavirscand doors wide open, capable
of spreading “a kind of out of doors safety” (“Hoh®) that illuminates the writer’'s
social imaginary realm and perception of how a ksinplace would ideally function for
communitarian projects.

Morrison’s representation of this out of door $aie framed as a story of a
sleepless woman who could always rise from herdmebjust sit or walk down a
lampless road without fear. In this scenario, tloeenan might visit another woman’s
house and help soothe a crying baby. When the talloys down, the two women might
sit and chat for a while until it is time to go aghome or just walk farther undisturbed.

This image of a community of women bound by matkaats of care for babies
and being able to walk fearless and undisturbedrarcialized space becomes Morrison’s
central metaphor for safety. Safety is an expressfonaternal love and solidarity among
women and an expression of unperturbed mobiligoicial situations. This image is
classifiable as highly romantic, perhaps a gladifiersion of essentialized (black)
femininity and motherhood, but it becomes importagtause it names black women and
mothers as agents and benefactors of social changaf we combine this active role of
black women and mothers with another famous stateoféMorrison’s nonfiction
arsenal that seemingly stands in opposition tay#reler-coded politics of “Home,”

namely the statement that black feminist theoryrftagalue because it leaves out black
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men, then we witness how Morrison names black nistiied women as potential
hegemonic agents of her cultural politics of diéiece that claims difference for the
whole group and not just a concern for the plightlack women.

Morrison’s interpretation of safety in “Home” irgdites that she values it first as a
political strategy for group consolidation and tlena cure. Morrison’s rejection of the
idea of having to submit to the standard of theep#s an instrument for identity
formation is part of this strategy. Safety, for,fmuld be implemented by making a
choice of one’s cultural allegiance and making rdonthis cultural allegiance to exist
among others. Morrison concludes that “the newapfr safety “is formed by the
inwardness of the outside, the interiority of tbehered,’ the personal that is always
embedded in the public” (12). This new significatfor safety embraces the existence of
cultural blackness and transforms it into an optmpublicize the interiority of one’s
being as a cultural choice.

The central frame of reference of Morrison’s thyeomn safety becomes the open-
endedness of a culture of unprivileged differefitethis new space,” according to
Morrison, “one can imagine safety without wallsn arate difference that is prized but
unprivileged, and can conceive of a third, if yoll pardon the expression world
‘already made for me, both snug and wide open, aidoorway never needing to be
closed” (“Home” 12). And here lies the biggest @@ox of Morrison’s theory of safety
in service of a specific cultural difference onBnce this prized, unprivileged safety
expands its social and cultural territory by virtafats open-endedness, it has the
capacity to hegemonize beyond intracommunal libesas it does so, its limit of

comfort and protection of one cultural group wdl &bolished in favor of some shared
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(third) cultural space that is no longer exclusp&frican American. But this version of
safety as home of open-endedness is the end gb&broison’s social imaginary. It can
only come as an outcome of the process of applyamgultural strategic essentialism
first, and as it turns out, it comes to be de-essiered down the road to home.

As a participant and defender of African Americailtural discourse, Morrison
points to the role of literary criticism as a wdysecuring and promoting identifiable
African American literature. In “Unspeakable Thirlgespoken,” she suggests several
developments for a literary theory that will trdgcommodate African American
literature. The first thread of this African Ameaictliterary theory should be “based on
its culture, its history, and the artistic stragegihat the works employ to negotiate the
world it inhabits” (11). Another possibility lies ithe examination and reinterpretation of
the nineteenth century American canon for “the wayshich the presence of Afro-
Americans has shaped the choices, the languagstrtiteture — the meaning of so much
American literature” (11). A third trend is the eximation of the contemporary and non-
canonical literature for an Afro-American preserftembined, the three trends of the
proposed African-American literary theory aim alimeating a tradition, from past to
present, that articulates the African American gneg as a steady factor on the
American literary horizon. It seeks to documentalements, techniques, and linguistic
parameters of the African American presence. Amstrives to produce a claim of
ownership, of marking a specific area of literagdition as exclusively African-
American.

In fact, Morrison’s engagement with criticism doet start with the publication

of “Unspeakable Things Unspoken.” Her first influahessay, “Rootedness: The
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Ancestor as Foundation” already contains hintgations, and suggestions about the
function of literary criticism, only the boldnesktbe claims relate primarily to the
critical models for reading Morrison'’s fiction. Wiseveral major novels under her belt,
The Bluest Ey€1970,Sula(1974),Song of Solomo(l977), andrar Baby(1981), and
having sparked serious critical attention towardflfedion, Morrison writes:
My general disappointment in some of the criticii@t my work has received
has nothing to do with approval. It has somethonda with the vocabulary used
in order to describe these things. | don't likditml my books condemned as bad
or praised as good when that condemnation or tiagdeis based on criteria from
other paradigms. | would much prefer if they weissrdssed or embraced based
on the success of their accomplishment within tiieice out of which | write.
(“Rootedness” 2288)
Even though the statement reads a little vague atat in the critics’ vocabulary or
which specific critical paradigms might receive Mson’s label of dislike, it is obvious
that she targets the hegemony of white male mti@nd its cultural criteria for
assessment of her own work and group culture. Téesorement for success of one’s
culture, Morrison unequivocally insists, should @from within this very same culture.
This is a maneuver that seeks to establish théysadée for a specific cultural criticism
that will cushion her work comfortably in the tamraf African American tradition and
vice versa; her fiction itself will feed and stréimgn intellectually and politically the
tradition itself. In this mutually beneficial val@xchange of fiction that belongs to a
tradition and a tradition that has its fiction, Meon articulates a significant part of her

mission of difference as a tool for cultural indegence. Morrison insists that Black
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literature is not about or by Black people whos®glaage is known for dropping the g’s.
It is about “something very special and identifedl2288) and part of her job is to bring
that special and identifiable aspect of the Afriganerican art work while the job of an
African American critical paradigm, we may specelas we read her essay, would be to
endorse these special and identifiable aspectpasgithem as true markers of difference.
In this respect, Morrison’s view on the role ofticism shares a great deal of
commonality with other leading African Americantas. Indeed, the coined leading
theories of African American descent document weitk folklore, music genres, and
myths as central tropes for critical reading otkléterature 1°

In “Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation,” Morilaunches a specific
attack on another brand of criticism. This time tduget is not white male criticism, as
the logic and context of the day would suggest ftwumany and perhaps quite
unexpectedly given Morrison’s inclination to depttong female characters in her
fiction, the target is Black feminist criticism. M@son explains that she does not have to
say much about Black feminist criticism except tilagre is more danger in it than fruit,
because any model of criticism that excludes mfates it is as hampered as any model
of criticism of Black literature that excludes womkeom it” (“Rootedness” 2290). | wish
to suggest that the danger that Morrison seesplyiag black feminist criticism stems
from the fact that it may potentially create atsjplithe black community along gender
lines that would weaken the construction of a ediftultural community generated by a
strong sense of traditionalism.

Morrison conceptualizes her outlook on criticisna@me when it was essential

to both produce viable black literature and mamtes high profile by constructing
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adequate critical framewaorks for positioning ittingionally on the map of America’s
literatures. Black feminist criticism needs to tilexd in order for the collective to speak
on behalf of African American cultural interestfi€Be interests could be best defended if
fragmentation along communal lines could be coe@iMorrison seems to be in favor

of a hegemonic arrangement of African Americarrditg criticism that would narrow

down the critical interpretive positions to numb#rat ensure the protection of cultural
interests for the whole community.

If in “Unspeakable Things Unspoken” Morrison lafe tstress on identifiable
African-American literature and the developmenlitefary criticism that will boost the
study and preservation of this literature, in heolelength studyPlaying in the Dark
Morrison tackles the issue of literary criticisrorin a different perspective which
nonetheless aims again to secure the African Araenicesence as an influential subject
of literary studies. The strategy in this caseidédflect attention from African American
literature and criticism and orient the criticakgaoward the formation of American
national literature from an introspective angle.ri&mn proposes the contemplation of
black presence as key to any understanding of Aaemational literature. She coins a
specific term — American Africanism — for this btgaresence. It is a significant other
presence that, either real or fabricated, helpstcoct the notion of Americanness.
Morrison explains her term and its function asdof:

[...] I use it as a term for the denotative and cdatiee blackness that African

peoples have come to signify, as well as the erdinge of views, assumptions,

readings, and misreadings that accompany Eurocde#iining about these

people. As a trope, little restraint has been h#ddo its uses. As a disabling
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virus within literary discourse, Africanism has bate, in the Eurocentric
tradition that American education favors, both & whtalking about and of
policing matters of class, sexual license, andaggon, formations and exercises
of power, and meditations on ethics and accouritybllhrough the simple
expedient of demonizing and reifying the rangealdcon a palette, American
Africanism makes it possible to say or not saynseribe and erase, to escape
and engage, to act out and act on, to historicizerander timeless. It provides a
way of contemplating chaos and civilization, desinel fear, and a mechanism for
testing the problems and blessings of freedom) (6-7
Morrison emphasizes the fact that Americannesdbasn always coded normal,
organized, progressive, civilized against the inedrAfricanist presence. In this sense,
American Africanism becomes the constitutive owddmr whiteness. American
Africanism cannot be separated from the culturabegcity of white literature or the
making of whiteness in literature. It is throughatMorrison calls “the techniques of
‘othering’” so common in American literature thahteness both acquires meaning and
seeks to establish its ideology as a hegemoniteepidogical center and at the same
time reveals its own insecurities about its coatust and function, speaks of its secret
desires, discloses its longings, alludes to it®tsrand perplexities® To examine
whiteness through the prism of American Africanisno affirm the relational character
upon which whiteness claims its identity both ascdjz and universal. This is also to
give enormous credit to the representation of thekopresence both as a sign of
formation and a critique of whiteness. This dualdiion of Africanism makes it possible

in political terms to reify the notion of Americagss but also dismantle it by
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undermining the very categories such as individgnalinnocence, conquering heroism,
and potent masculinity that make Americanness afidel American character and
identity.

Africanism as a formative sign of Americanness igfiae introduction of a
pervasive cultural rationale for conquering andjsgditing the African American people.
“[T]he process of organizing American coherencetigh a distancing Africanism,”
Morrison writes, “became the operative mode ofa neltural hegemony”Rlaying in
the Dark8). As such, the new cultural hegemony profedsesliscursive power of
whiteness. The attempt to destabilize this cultbegjemony rests upon the
poststructuralist premise of the mutability of gign. Africanism as a sign of instability
and anxiety reveals a mechanism for disarticuldfiegwhite hegemony by focusing on
the effects of racism on those who perpetuateherahan on those who are its victims.
It is with this notion of African Americanism th&torrison gets credited by scholars as a
founder of whiteness studies and her b&tkying in the Darkas a programmatic
document for critical inquiries into the makingwlfiiteness*? And more importantly, for
the purpose of this study, the exploration of Arcemi Africanism as an invented or
fabricated black presence becomes Morrison’s magrfor making room and
legitimizing the need for African American studeasd literary theories that will assert a
different type of explanation of the black presentile African Americanism with its
introspective critical gaze on whiteness keepsick white epistemology, time is
secured for African American models of criticismgimow fairly undisturbed by the
pressure of outside influence. The introspectivaegaovides the conditions for both

whiteness studies and African American studie®toi$ on how discursive elements get
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assembled along intracommunal and intraracial Mag#sout missing the intercommunal
and interracial encounters.

Morrison observes that the word “American” is dgegdsociated with race. In
the United States, her argument continues, “Amermaans white, and Africanist people
struggle to make the term applicable to themsehi#sethnicity and hyphen after
hyphen after hyphen’Playing in the Darkd7). The state of hyphenised existence is
reminiscent of Du Bois’s state of double consci@ssnwhere “two unreconciled
strivings” reside in one dark body. Morrison views the process of being both different
(black) and the same (American) as a struggle, pathful consequences. The marker
that represents the continuity of this struggle treduneasy task of negotiating two types
of identity is the hyphen. The way to reduce itaiyical power over the process of
subject formation is to destabilize the positioteathe hyphen and orient subjectivity
efforts into black traditionalist cultural and acdl discourses of difference. The mission
of such discourses requires an independent andselfilating development.

Morrison’s other accusation against the power damonstration of American
Africanism has to do with the fact that it shapesdry and context for whites, while it
offers “history-lessness” and “context-lessnesstiacks.** It is possible to remedy the
horrendous effects of such temporal and histoabakence by applying alternative ways
of knowledge that could come with the support bhéndependent African American
literature and theory oriented to the practiceat$ af cultural safety and acts of
resistance to foreign dominance to keep its patemtmunal binding alive.

The independent development of African Americamigtsiand literary theories

provides an environment rife with opportunity fatracommunal hegemonic moves.
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Similar to the functioning of the new cultural hegeny based on American Africanism
that Morrison describes, the autonomous black tee@re not exempt from forging their
own African Americanism. The insistence that certaore elements not only make
African American literature and culture identifialddut also act asffectivetools to
counter dominant white paradigms is one way toadébee Americanism at work.
Through the prism of Americanism, Americannesslzaneduced to an unstable and
defeatable cultural position or it can representagal endorsement of civil rights and
equal citizenship. It is with these two significats of Americanness in mind that African
Americanism legitimizes its actions, demonstrateselebratory nature, and affirms the
power of its provocative disruptive function inatbn to imposed dominant discourses.
As a sign of resistance, African Americanism desdterelation of
connectedness to the oppressive racist structaregldas the optimism for crippling
those oppressive structures. As a sign of safiepypvides the protected critical space for
discussion and appreciation of African Americanaad literature. It has the capacity to
fill the universal void within intracommunal lin@sd erect a chain of equivalence for the
members of the black community as the practitioaes consumers of African
American literature and art.

In “From Phillis Wheatley to Toni Mason: The Flowering of African-
American Literature,” Henry Louis Gates, Jr. andlidéMcKay examine the history of
African-American literature and claim that its t&ey merits were constantly put into
guestion because its days of infancy were goveboydeinlightenment skepticism and the
stifling pressure of the institution of slavery.i§ historical context had a peculiar effect

on African American writers with their work oftessuming the role of synecdoche to
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represent the ethnic whole, signify black existencgudge whether the group deserves
full entitlement to a full range of citizen rightsates and McKay conclude that “because
of the perilous stature of African Americans in Amoan society, their literature has
suffered under tremendous extraliterary burden8).(@ften times, as this literature
sought to progress and strive to set itself omektof independent development, its
leading authors intervened in ways to help alleveaime of the extraliterary burden and
argued for its own specific development, goals, idedtifying characteristics.

To accomplish these goals, talented black wrharto switch gears often
between fiction writing and rigorous critical desenof African American literature.
Notable examples here are the critical essayseolNgw Negro Renaissance poet James
Weldon Johnson with his editor’s introduction te thonic anthologyThe Book of
American Negro Poetr{1922), Langston Hughes with his essay, “The Adrgl the
Racial Mountain” (1926), or modernist and noveRethard Wright with “Blueprint for
Negro Writing” (1937). They all serve as ardentwloents on the role of black writers,
the function of African American literature, and #gpecific artistic contribution without
being detached from the political aspirations @ titerature. The forging of dual
writer/critic identity is a crucial link in the malg of African American literary criticism
as a defense mechanism against white literary aldral hegemony and a decisive step
in the articulation of a critical safety net fosgdemination and proliferation of African
American literature beyond the level of communiyvsce and toward an independent
placement on a national level.

Even if this movement started as a primarily neaddeavor, black women writers

joined the dual writer/critic tradition with a defiive stance and line of their literary
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criticism. Toni Morrison is no exception here, bather a perfect illustration of a
prevalent behavior among African American leadirtgss seeking to confer both

literary and critical powers of their work. Througtseries of essays, interviews, lectures,
and a book-length study, Morrison becomes actiealyaged in the trend of dual
allegiance to both fiction and criticism. She ip@sally productive in the battle of
institutionalizing African American literature amelcognizing this literature on a national
level as a substantial part of the nation’s litgr@non. Her critical mode displays both
nurturing and combative characteristics as it séelkEcommodate the cultural interests
of African American literature, its practitioneemd consumers. She offers an interpretive

pole for identifying and reading the literaturehafr own people.
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NOTES

! The listings of studies in the previous two paspirs are of book size only and by no means exladlust
book size publications of Morrison’s fiction. Thelection criteria that | apply here is to includeoks that
offer comprehensive studies of Morrison’s novelbg author regardless of the themes and thedretica
approaches. The authors of these books developituade Morrison in particular cultural contexts.

The other distinct group of book publications onrkispn’s fiction follows the format of essay coltens
on one or more novels and offer in general a faaigr variety of different theoretical approaches a
critical perspectives that may also tackle the [@wbof cultural situatedness of Morrison’s literaexts

but remain limited in scope. Consider, for examplarbara Solomon’Eritical Essays on Toni Morrison’s
“Beloved” (1998), Andrew William’s and Nellie McKay$§oni Morrison’s “Beloved”: A Case Book
(1999), Henry Louis Gates, Jr's and Anthony Appéafoni Morrison: Critical Perspectives Past and
Present(1993), Harold Bloom’§ oni Morrison: Modern Critical View$1990).

2“Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation” (198@)e“Site Of Memory” (1987), “The Unspeakable
Things Unspoken” (1988), arRlaying in the Dar1992) are among the most commented on and
referenced texts of nonfiction in Morrison scholtaps

3 Gayatri Spivak first introduced the concept oégic essentialism in her essay “Deconstructing
Historiography” where she proposes “a strategicafgmsitivist essentialism in a scrupulously visib
political interest” (13). Building on Marx’s and &nci’s notion of class-consciousness, she tredislsun
consciousness as an emergent collective conscissishie obtain this level of collective consciousndise
oppressed need to strategically adhere to an és#stimiotion of consciousness to achieve theiitisal
goals. In order to bring forward their group identpeople have to rely on essentialist (or tradiilist)
explanations of who they are in order to situa@ntbelves as radically different from other groups o
people, especially against the collective iderditthe oppressors. Spivak labels this kind of abile
essentialism positivist because of the highly iaseal chance it offers the group to achieve thditiga
targets. Spivak envisions the application of sgriatessentialism only temporarily while being awaf¢he
risk that goes with the implementation of this &gy to fix identity and facilitate the subordirmatiof
groups even though the political intention wasafij to emancipate them.

* Several years after the publication of “SpeakimgWnspeakable: On Toni Morrison African American
Intellectuals and the Uses of Essentialist Rhetdii®93), McBride contributed tdhe Cambridge
Companion to Toni Morriso(R007) with “Morrison, intellectual” where he aganeasured Morrison’s
intellectual contribution as something that deftes common division between artist and scholar. See
p.162. In addition to the compressed version oihisady familiar reading of “Unspeakable Things
Unspoken,” he included Morrison’s Nobel acceptasmeech from her nonfiction collection of texts to
speak of Morrison’s deconstruction of traditionehdemic binaries such as writer/critic or writestbrian.

® We should clarify that the view on black musicdtianing as an art product that transgresses #ienref
black culture in order to offer universality acreoasialized lines is exclusively Morrison’s. Criisuch as
Huston Baker, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., or Joyce dayauld most definitely disagree with the statement
even though they give different weight to the inmtpoce of music in the shaping of African American
culture. Baker builds his vernacular theory onttbge of blues as a “matrix” for African Americartistic
production. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. views music @ tool out of many for the process of demonstgatin
how Signifyin(g)works. Joyce Joyce insists on music being an iatepmponent of the Afro-centered
identity approach that she favors. No matter tfileidinces in how privileged black music is for gain
insight into African American culture, the aboventiened critics embrace music as a trope for doing
African American literary studies.

® The position that Morrison takes in regard togkere of the novel as a potent form of claimingisn

American cultural identity versus doubts in theligbof music to achieve this is slightly misleadiif one
takes into consideration the content of Morrisditgon. Song of Solomo(l977) andBeloved(1987) are
great illustrations of how music defines African Aritan characters and their cultural consciousriess.
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this reason, | am inclined to read the statemeat@®tectionist move of professional interestdehalf of
Morrison rather than a complete rejection of masi@ viable expression of black art.

" According to Patrice Pavis, the Greek chorushismogenous group of performers that suppresses the
individual in its compositional arrangement andaeb a collective comment on the dramatic actiee
Dictionary of the Theatrg.53. Its reaction is representative of the galmewpulation. The chorus
performed either in song form or in words spokennison. The uniform performance creates the effect
communitarian core or center of social unity digplhas a result of collective assessment of ongoing
events. In this context, Morrison’s work could ¥ geived as that of a coryphaeus, the leader afhibeus,
hidden behind the curtain of the literary text teutealed on the stage of her nonfiction performance

8 The use of black vernacular for resistance anutifieation purposes did not remain confined to the
world of literature and culture, but grew out todreeducational goal supported by the proponents of
ebonics. It became a type of linguistic policy domsted around the idea of language of home and
community as the best tool for knowledge acquisiti©ne example here is the controversial decision o
the Oakland, California school board in 1996 tep#tudents some instruction in the African Amatica
Vernacular Language known also as “Ebonics.”

® Since in this study | am interested primarily e tAfrican American attempts to delineate black and
white lines of existence, | bring to attention thlack female critics’ visions of preserving thegiinof color
as an expression of cultural division and differ@esthetic values. Literary critic Joyce Joyce igeH-
known practitioner of the Afro-centered approachMarriors, Conjurers, and Priests: Defining African-
Centered Literary Criticisnf1994), she insists that both writers and crisiesuld stay centered in the best
Afro-centered traditions to survive what she cHiks “serpent’s bite” or the white hegemony (Barbara
Christian is another scholar that illustrates alaintrend but from a different angle. In her sgbndebated
and anthologized article, “The Race for Theory”&18 she questions the power of theory for theystfd
African American literature. Christian perceivesiary theory as a coercive hegemony that holdskbla
literature hostage to concrete interpretationslemits its freedom for meaning making. Her theorge
stance received severe criticism especially froenchmp of Afro-centered literary critics such ashdiel
Awkward, who were quick to note that her approadbses taking into consideration the level of deep
understanding that the Afrocentered critical fragmniags to the reading of African American literaur

1%1n From Behind the Ve{1979), Robert Steptmounts on the historical and linguistic call-andpense
aspect of the African American tradition to examine progression of the African American narratigea
series of revisions that seek to complete the ‘gmegc myth” of Afro-America based on the quest for
freedom and literacy. Ifihe Signifying Monkef1988), Henry Louis Gates, Jr. develops his thedry
Signifyin(g)using the central folkloric figure of the signifigg monkey to emphasize the rhetorical power of
African American English over Standard American Estg Houston Baker advances the figure of the
blues as the code to understanding African Ameriitarature inBlues, Ideologies, and the Afro-American
Literature (1984). Cheryl Wall'8Norrying the Ling2005) employs the folk expression “worrying the
line” known as a device in blues for altering thielp of a note, changes in word order, or repetitd
phrases to examine how African American literaitdesubvert the conventions of literary traditioran
attempt to forge a connection to the past.

™ Inspired by James SneadFigures of Division: William Faulkner’'s Major Now&{1986), Morrison lists
six common linguistic strategies for “othering.”dfomy of stereotype, metonymic displacement,
metaphysical condensation, fetishization, dehisizirig allegory, and patterns of explosive, disiedh
repetitive language are the common strategieshfmpiag Africanist presence. SBRying in the Darkp.
67 — 69.

2Although Morrison is not the first African Americaa point to the Africanist presence in American
literature, her studfplaying in the Darkis credited with initiating a line of research knoas “whiteness
studies.” Among the first representative titlegto$ academic brand of criticism, include Eric Sguidt's
To Wake the Nations: Race in the Making of Amerldggerature (1993), Kenneth WarrenBlack and
White Strangers: Race and American Literary Rea(i5893), Grace Hale'Making Whiteness: The
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Culture of Segregation in the South, 1890 — 1@4®8), and Valerie BabbWhiteness Visible: The
Meaning of Whiteness in American Literature andtel(1998).

13 See Du Bois’s first chapter iFhe Souls of Black Fold 903) titled “Of Our Spiritual Strivings,” p. 9.

14 SeePlaying in the Darkp.53
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CHAPTER V
SAFETY, SETHE, STH, SOUND: BLACK MATERNAL POLITICBND THE
QUESTION OF COMMUNITY CONSENSUS IN TONI MORRISONBELOVED

This chapter intends to cast a light on the worlahthe political in Morrison’s
fiction, and most notably her most popular, Pulit2dze winning noveBeloved,
through the lens of Laclau’s theory of hegemony amighgonism. Written in 1987, the
novel becomes a testimony to Morrison’s devotiothttask of the black artist. In her
words, an artist “is not a solitary person who hasesponsibility to the community”
(Interview with Christina Davis 231). On the comjrabeing an artist, for Morrison, is a
communal experience and as such it must be in faivibre collective. Her second
important declaration is about the artist's worattehould be “unquestionably political
and irrevocably beautiful at the same time” (“Ralotess” 345). The two statements
clearly position Morrison as a practitioner of fdey and cultural politics with specific
expression, although not necessarily identicahéopolitics of her nonfiction, in her most
celebrated novaBeloved.

Sidetracking the theme of aesthetics, this anabjiss at following the
organization of the political through the issuesnédnticide and safety iBeloved It
extends to the question of how and why the linesfahticide and safety intersect and
what the result of this intersection is in termgefsonal and communal responsibility
and construction of community consensus primatiy@ intracommunal and intraracial

lines. Unlike Grimke’s “The Closing Door,” Grahanits Morning, and Johnson’'Safe,
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which just bring to the forefront the necessity &orupcoming communal address and
social debate about the horror and pain of infasgicMorrison’sBeloveddepicts the
phases of such a communal debate, with all itsradittions, complications, and
compromises that lead to the intracommunal conseasthe most beneficial outcome
for community growth and expression of politicalkeotation.

Such a consensus begins with a stark confrontatitna maternal destructive
force, an incident of brutal, panicky, and sporadatence perpetrated by the black
mother against her own blood — her almost two-géddaughter. From the point of view
of the black mother, the murder is the best wayrtdect her child from the institution of
slavery. However, what she believes to have exdagen act of safety turns into a
dreary spectacular performance in front of a pasaidience. To elevate the community
to the level of viable political engagement, Moosnsdesigns a correctional repeat of the
traumatic scene in the narrative where the viewersinto performers — a move
calculated to boost the much-so-needed agencyihdhds of the black community. In
between these two crucial scenes, we learn abewtisicursive movements of the
signifier safety its different proponents and their political meer hegemonized
communal existence.

As with the previously examined texts, the todicméanticide will confirm again
the status of the discourse of motherhood as &gablinstrument in African American
literature. Claudia Tate’s extensive study on ddioedlegories and political desire in
African American’s women literature has alreadygécthe utilization of predominantly
black and female maternal discourses for polifoeaposes, noting that the politicization

of black mother’s voices happened straight formitiception of black feminine texts
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such as Jacobslacidents in the Life of a Slave G{1861) and Wilson'®©ur Nig (1859).
The task is to see hoBelovedcontributes to this thread in women'’s black litara.

The intricate connection that the black mothdB@hovedestablishes between
infanticide, an issue against which the domain offrarhood is regulated, and safety, an
issue with broader discursive circulation, makgs#sible to hear iBeloveda number
of voices within intersecting discourses competmtend meaning to safety. In such a
context, both the infanticidal mother and her déhfanticide will have to compete with
a number of discursive articulations of safety heaige with a claim to have found a
working solution to the problem of infanticide asakial divisibility in general.

Morrison, similar to her New Negro Renaissanc&ymsors, counts on non-verbal
and verbal discursive elements to grant politicddjectivity to the black mother and
produce the tropological link between infanticichel @afety resulting in sufficient
subversive effects able to reveal the productiosadéty as an empty signifier. But unlike
Grimke, Graham, and Johnson who rush to shortedisit@nce between the nonverbal
explosive element (infanticide) and the verbal arptory element (the maternal claim of
safety), Morrison postpones the time for making tonnection by delving in fragments
into the characters’ antebellum past and pre-histbSethe’s isolation before she
obviates the voicing of her maternal claim aboufdcen and safety. Morrison
significantly elaborates on the visual aspect tdnticide as spectacle and even sets up a
repeat of the same gory spectacle with a significhange to get things right this time.
The repeat appears also as a modern condemnatibe pineteenth century cycle of
sensationalist cultural forms that Americans corsdignd the effects of sensationalism

in the production of racial and cultural stereotgype
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In addition to the unfolding of the visual spedtae or maybe better call it dark
maternal carnivalesque — in the cas8eloved Morrison, unlike Grimke, Graham, and
Johnson, extends substantially the use of the vdibaursive elements and their way of
complicating the maternal claim on safétithe complication of the claim is as much a
function of the complex social relations amongcaharacters as is a function of the
writer’s linguistic skills and convoluted rhetoricaaneuvers. Morrison’s fame as a high
rhetorician shines when we discover piece by piedd, the help of characters and
narrators, flashbacks, shifts in focalization, sge mechanisms, and pliable language
the construction of an intricate linguistic chamat speaks of maternal and feminine
interpretation and assessment of safety. In addibonfanticide as a new referent for
safety, the linguistic chaisafety-Sethe-stlserves the black motherBelovedto
explain and assess, in a situation of social iswlaher act of infanticide. Each member
of the maternal linguistic unit deconstructs thevowus one and thus symbolically
subverts the previous one and the signified reptedddy its signifier. In this chain, even
the name of the mother, Sethe, becomes an impaitanifier for safety that brings both
the doer and the action to the public attentiore d@hiterative quality of the linguistic
chain holds the maternal confession together amullas to a poetic disturbing line,
reminds us of the depth of the social confrontatath infanticide.

Besides the maternal signification on safety,d¢t@@e communal constructions of
safety articulated in a number of different dissms: There is Paul D and his use of
safety borrowed from the discourse of masculirtitgre is Stamp Paid and his activism
in the Underground Railroad that helps him embeaceterpretation of safety as it

circulates in the discourse of freedom and humaaitg there is Baby Suggs’s
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“unchurched” articulation of safety as she revibesspiritual and religious discourse and
offers her quasi-religious version. Infanticidestias with all these discursive referents
for safety, and Sethe becomes an opponent toeafitthjects that profess some type of
normative or community-approved safety.

As the narrative progresses and the details gbdlse and present crisscross and
mingle to reveal the destiny of characters and syéne need for a community
consensus and the demonstrative search for cufforatula” as a binder become
evident. As we know from Laclau, the charisma afshinders (empty signifiers) lies in
the fact of delivering a political promise, a neveisl imaginary, capable to close the
gaps and restore systemic order.

Sethe’s infanticide is a moment of crisis, a staltdislocation with antagonistic
effects that spotlight the compromised centersutti@ity and the experience of Sethe’s
pure antagonisnf. The agony of these internal splits and their i@feto maternal
politics make Morrison’s Sethe a much more elalsopalitical subject as well as a
subject of politics than Grimke’s, Graham’s, antinkon’s infanticidal mothers.

Unlike her New Negro female literary ancestors, idon explicitly puts the
emphasis on the collective strategies and resofwcémndling the moment of crisis
within the black community by acknowledging the lidrage for social transformation
imposed from within. The communal as an axis oitjeslis, of course, a trademark of
Morrison’s fiction and critical prose. Whetherstin The Bluest Eye&Sulg Song of
SolomonorJazz it is through the resources of the community thattamental searches
for identity and desires for stability get answengdrrison admits to the power of this

factor in “Rootedness,” claiming that if her wrigitisn’t about the village or the

191



community or about you, then it is not about amghi(2290). In this sense, there is a
higher collective interest to guard and politiciefore the individual longing for freedom
and self-definition, and there is the acknowledgetnoé the strength of collective
strategies for social rerouting with more beneficésults.

Not surprisingly, in the end, it is a group of cented women who intervene not
only to save Sethe from Beloved but to tame thggmwhic bumpy rides cfafetyby
relying on the power of the sound. Thus, they aldite a new element to the maternal
linguistic chain on safety, a modification that raakt not only maternal but communal,
with effects on all other discursive interpretasaf safety. It also temporarily closes the
semiological open-endedness of the signsagietyonce it gets (re)integrated into the
discourse of African American songs. It is throulygé power of the sound that Sethe
undergoes her bi-cultural emancipation from thegimmal zones of black and white
discursive pegging and makes her safe return éstaned communal social and cultural
form of life. What this means is that importantreénts of the African American culture,
such as the sound, are rearticulated in their @lltontext, due to critical contingency
and open spaces for emancipation and enrichmentliofral knowledge. Such a
stretching of elements that perform as if to risevee their specific context and strategize
for a brighter future allows for the articulatiohreew social imaginaries.

Sethe’s infanticide is an act with multiple mearsinlg is a metaphor for a violent
social protest, a sinister parody of the sensalticulgural form of the freak show, which
thrives upon a polarized interpretation of racrad &ultural differences, and a reason to
(re)validate black cultural forms for achieving amomitarian universalism. The

dismemberment of the child’s body, the scatterexbtib thoughts of the infanticidal
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mother, Beloved'’s oddities, all find artistic repentation in the novel through the
fragmentary nature of the narrative and the constderplay of literal and figurative
meaning, as critics observe. These narrative elesmliurstrate well the dual political goal:
social and literary genre protest. Thus, the qoesif safety spreads to the construction
of the genre of the novel as a safe space wittapscity to offer a sample of communal
unity through cultural meanBeloveditself reveals its concerns about the safe peimept
of its generic power to speak convincingly in dekeof African American cultural
interests as Morrison’s vision of the genre ofltkeck novel dictates.

The analysis in this chapter will also be an attetaill a void in the scholarship
on Beloved despite the fact that this is one of Morrisonsstcritiqued novels with a
wide spectrum of theoretical approaches appliddadext. The large number of critical
readings are psychoanalytical, feminist, new hisigty deconstructionist, postmodernist,
and postcolonial in nature, or any combinationhaf above listed approaches and their
elements® A separate extremely influential group of criticehdings are the African
American traditionalist interpretations that insistthe value of alternative systems of
knowledge, aesthetic and communal sensibilitiesftraground African American
cultural difference?

Interestingly enough, the question of safety asdalation to the political side of
the African American literature has not been exgioiSafety is a word that appears with
a high frequency throughout the novel; in facis i the vocabulary of every major
character until it receives broad public coveragevall. It is associated with social
positionality and subjectivity, spaces, communijtiestherhood and femininity,

masculinity, race, freedom, human rights, and caltiorms. It is this scope of
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referentiality and convenience to be exploited byide range of subjects and collective
formations that makes it so attractive for politieeage and interest defense. Its
signification both limits and constitutes the paeaens of subjectivity and social
constructs. By extension, it limits and constitutes boundaries of the narrative and its
readability. It speaks of how African American tagure by women sought to situate
itself safely within and against various otherrkteires that bear the name American in
their nominal form?

To my knowledge, the only study that addressegtblelem of safety in Toni
Morrison’sBelovedis Andrew Schopps’s “Narrative Control and Subyeftyt
Dismantling Safety in Toni MorrisonBeloved (1995). As the title of Schopps’s study
suggests, he is interested in the narrative pesaad writing strategies that Morrison
employs to dismantle textual safety. He arguesttteahumerous disruptions in the
narrative trigger a suturing process, based onetiig@on of established identifications
between reading subjects and speaking subjects. theeigh these identifications carry
the promise of assembling meaning or getting dos®rrative safety, it is the process of
Morrison’s narrative control and prolific use of mygulative narratological devices that
keep the reading subjects both subjugated anceimtking of their subjectivity.

My reading ofBeloved however, seeks to examine safety as an emptifisign
As such, it is the signifier of absent communitariallness, open to the filling function
of hegemony and revealing the political agentsalhances that make the socio-
structural organization of late nineteenth centlack Cincinnati community possible.

Parallel to that, the novel makes a statement abewafety net that one of the most
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influential African American theories — Gates’sdahgof Signification — offers to African
American literature.

Sethe, a slave on the Sweet Home plantation inhS@atolina, decides to flee to
a free territory as part of a plan devised by thees after the death of the old master and
the arrival of his brother-in-law, referred to akgolteacher, who is now in charge of the
property. It is during schoolteacher’s rule that life of the slaves significantly worsens
through stricter disciplinary measures involvinggibal punishment, sexual assault, as
well as racist scientific experiments designedrtavp the biological inferiority of the
black race. Sethe herself becomes a victim of el gseudo-scientific experiment where
schoolteacher and his nephews open up the baakr giregnant body to document the
findings of their “scientific” experiment.

At the time of the escape, Sethe gives a mythictd o her forth child in the
wilderness, assisted by a white girl, Amy, and eslted from the trip and the natal pains,
arrives in Ohio in the house of the mother-in-laabB Suggs. Baby Suggs welcomes
Sethe and the newborn and promises to reuniteeimtirning the mother with her other
three children that Sethe sent there ahead ofduape.

After twenty-eight days of free life with family mers and new friends, Sethe
gets a warm introduction into the community of Blgaeople. Baby Suggs, an already
established voice in the community with her abilayfulfill a religious function of
preacher and healer of traumatized bodies, orgamizeabundant feast for everybody to
eat and drink and celebrate the state of freeddm.g&ts rebuked for her excess and is
put in isolation when the murmurs and discontertefbehavior reach a high peak. As a

result, when schoolteacher comes to collect wheuldy belongs to him — Sethe and her

195



children — nobody warns the inhabitants of 124 tatger is coming. Caught off guard,
Sethe recognizes the hat of schoolteacher in Balggsss yard, quickly collects her
children and rushes to the shed, where she sétthtioat of her crawling baby girl with a
saw and frantically is about to repeat the blooctyehen Stamp Paid manages to yank
out of her hands the next victim.

The reaction of the black community to this ¢hdlepisode is quite peculiar. Its
members not only fail to inform Sethe and Baby Sugigthe coming danger, but their
choice to remain silent extends into somethingvarse; they either don’t show up or
turn into passive observers, from a safe distaoice,grim maternal spectacle
spontaneously executed as a response to scho@tesaatiempt to retake his property. It
is not a premeditated murder or a pre-calculatdtigad maneuver on behalf of the
affected mother, but rather an action of contingdyairacter with political implications,
arising at the moment of its implementation andtshing far into the future, when
eighteen years later, the community has to savé&dmrwhat she believes to be her dead
daughter who came back to punish her.

A closer examination of the infanticide scene wio@veal that the black
Cincinnati dwellers prove themselves weak at exgangscommunal solidarity and
demonstrate instead a passive complicity similavhat an act of viewer consumption
requires when following schoolteacher’'s own procatispectacle of catching a runaway
slave. And as schoolteacher advances towardsithexcbf his hunter-prey spectacle, the
action gets displaced by the climax of a secondtapke, that of the improvised bloody

maternal retort in the form of infanticide. But whre the viewers of this double
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spectacle and will they perceive or miss the swivervalue of the second spectacle or
dismiss it as an act of freakishness and savaperwéay schoolteacher and his posse do?
Morrison describes the witnesses to the shift ectle production by putting a
great emphasis on the absence of viewer awaremasthé maternal spectacle is an
urgent call for their agency and critical intervent Communal dysfunctionality is what
the present viewers demonstrate with their behavior
Six or seven Negroes were walking up the road tdwa house: two boys from
the slave catcher’s left and some women from kistri... A crazy old nigger was
standing in the woodpile with an ax. You could tedlwas crazy right off because
he was grunting — making low, cat noises like. Attatelve yards beyond that
nigger was another one — a woman with a flowereinhat. Crazy too, probably,
because she too was standing stock-still — butiignmer hands as though
pushing cobwebs out of her way.

Inside, two boys bled in the sawdust and dirt atféet of a nigger woman
holding a blood-soaked child to her chest with bard and an infant by the heels
with the other. ...the old nigger boy, still mewimgn through the door behind
them and snatched the baby from the arc of its entlswing. Belovedl75)

Morrison works with several techniques to conveyittea of a communal rift, tension,
and dysfunctionality. The idea of craziness or ssoré of mental instability displayed
both by male and female onlookers advances thdusiaon of unreliable communal
response. The ax in the hands of the “crazy” braek and the animal-like noises and
guestionable gestures that register black people'sence do not have an intimidating,

menacing edge to their appearance but rather suggessationalist facade associated
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with a circus or carnival display of aspects ofchlaxoticism and a taste of abnormality
so valued for demonstration by white organizersla€k entertainment showsn other
words, the black presence as an expression of ‘@isitic aggression” and “uncivilized
manners” is featured as a harmless exhibit of ehditherness. The image of this radical
otherness as tamed, observable curiosity is delivby the safe performance of the
participants in a show directed by schoolteacher.

In the context of schoolteacher’s spectacle, th@fmaternal infanticide
becomes the “show-stopper,” the ultimate freakidhit@at and a proof that if left
unchecked, the racial otherness is inherently dagelt retains its sensationalist quality
when another freakish exhibit, “the old nigger bsiyl] mewing,” snatches the baby from
the deadly maternal grip.

Morrison designs that scene by employing a limgetht of view narration. The
action, it seems, is seen through the eyes obhager, of someone non-related to the
characters, who experiences the event as a treaibiserver with a penchant for details
and factual documentation. The choice of wordskaracter identification is quite
indicative of the narrator’s outsider status. “Grald nigger,” “a woman with a flower
in her hat,” “a nigger woman holding a blood-soakhkdd to her chest” and another
“infant by the heels with the other,” “old niggenyostill mewing” are all general phrases
that while ensuring anonymity provide racial idéoétion of the participants and
conveniently produce the basis for generalizatiponuwhich “truth” claims for a whole
group of people can thrive. The point of view isywsimilar to that of a newspaper

reporter who borrows readily from the nineteenthteey journalistic discourse.
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The rendition of events from the perspective obatsider with an observer status
in a referential race-specific language to desdtieebehavior of the participants and
define the gender-transgrassive crime of the bhacther documents the lack of
communal awareness and adequate response. Innaitds, there is nothing that would
hint at some political orientation in the rankgtué black representatives; they still speak
of their situatedness in and subjectivization l®ydominant white order instituted in the
South and propped up by the North. Infanticideasperceived as a countermeasure to a
degrading act of a mother-child hunt by men thditreassign the victims their “proper”
place in the system of slavery, but as a transiyeesst of motherhood. Similarly, the
mother is not seen as a protective figure of hédi@n, who provides them with safety, a
declaration that Sethe will make later, but asmapuilsive creature devoid of much
rationality and closer to the world of wild animalghere similar behavior is within the
norm. Both hegemonic discourses on race and maibdrbonstruct her as villain and
less than human at this moment, and logicallypbthek witnesses of the tragic event,
lacking countermeasures to the white discursivetmemy, do not see Sethe’s spectacle
as a separate one — a protest drama with a pagwaalite political message — but
perceive it as a climactic act in schoolteached\geaturous spectacle of taming
disobedient animals.

In Reconstructing Womanhoo@arby argues that “two different but independent
codes (of sexuality) operated in the antebellumtigqaroducing opposing definitions for
motherhood and womanhood for black and white wowmlaich coalesce in the figure of
the slave and the mistress” (20). In discussingstheually coded difference between the

women of the two races, Carby defines the culhefttue womanhood graciously
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borrowed from the Victorian moral code as the datiscourse on the maternal that
prescribed the norms and duties of white mothemg flype of mothering promoted its
exclusively beneficial social parameters. To b@adgmother, one has to be nurturing,
caring, protective, fully dedicated to the intesest the child, submissive to paternal
authority. The cult of the true womanhood shapesthaternal discourset only by
virtue of its far more ethically superior and beolewt social mission, but also by virtue
of the external support of paternalistic and religi discourses. In antebellum America,
this cult of white womanhood needed to be measagathst the marginal space allowed
for black motherhood. According to Carby, two opsalefined the essence of black
motherhood, “the glorified mammy and the breed80)( If the former has a long history
of idealistic conceptions spread through the sesttbad genres of the old South, the latter
remained in the focus of abolitionist literaturee North, and became a tool for coining
the abolitionist ideology from maternal perspectdagh in fiction and nonfiction. Thus,
in the South, mammies took care of and nursed vehildren while breeders fulfilled an
economic function to increase the master’s propé&iy black women of the North, the
Victorian- coded version remained the only accdptabd “right” model for motherhood.
While mothering on free territory in Ohio, Sethies to embrace the ideology of
true womanhood that can provide her with a mantdateother her children in the same
way white women do. For the twenty-eight days speBaby Suggs’s house, Sethe
inherits, inhabits, and recreates a particular meémei space that helps her live like a
“good” mother of her children. She is reunited whieer children just like the convention
of true motherhood requires, and she behaves fildtantive and devoted parent

surrounded by the atmosphere of comfort and priotecf Baby Suggs’s home. But her
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maternal rights in the North are not legally prégelc It is the South that still holds legal
power over her by virtue of the controversial FivgitSlave Act of 1850. What Sethe has
as an option in Ohio is rather a motherhood in brttan a real opportunity to mother her
children. This imperiled opportunity becomes insiagly obvious with the arrival of
schoolteacher. She seeks to inscribe herself alsjact into the discourse of true
motherhood, but all she gets is her and her chmldreonversion into objects placed
where they belong into the discourse of slaveryeagain. It is this state that she needs
to protest in order to express her desire for inogherhood and freedom for her children.
So from her perspective, the spectacle of infai¢ics a protest drama and not a spectacle
that fulfills the cultural expectations of the wéstand corroborates the “natural”
conclusions about the inferiority of her race. ldgency is politically charged and not
racially performative as her Southern master wael it.

The act of infanticide, however, puts Sethe in\akveard position in relation to
the two systems of the North and the South. She isnger definable as a slave breeder
by Southern standards but as something lower tetn $choolteacher compares her to a
horse that has been beaten beyond the point oh8dncNor can she be a “true” mother
by Northern standards because she has violatezktiteal premise of motherhood —
tending to the needs of her children. To use Laslsum, she becomes a manifestation
of a structuratlislocationin both socio-economic systems. At this poinis ibnly the act
of infanticide, the nonverbal element that helgadiculate the notions of the black
woman as a breeder and the sugar-coated Victoeiesion of the good mother.

This is precisely what gains Sethe the positioextérnality, of being beyond the borders

of the two systems. Relegated to the status olgsider, Sethe experiences her
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negativity first as a person who has lost her cfplefsonal trauma), and second as an
individual condemned to isolation (social punishihenhis puts her in antagonistic
relation to her opponents. We know from Laclau #rat dislocation — or encounter with
the real — is not only an experience of negatibity also a possibility for political
positioning and articulation of new core values.

So how does the act of infanticide help Sethewadte her maternal political
position?

The act of infanticide exposes the safety buldidé the “true” motherhood
hegemonic discourse of the North illusively offeyghe black mother, and at the same
time, unleashes the logic of contestation and ilffee. But this newly produced
difference has no viable place, as we have alreadgrved, neither in the system of the
North nor in the system of the South. Infanticideses the logic of difference against
which the logic of maternal (and other) equivalestands. Mothers and women from all
walks of life and of different color find themseb/g agreement as to which maternal
approaches are admissible and which threaten thelfdion of the institution of
motherhood. Since infanticide cannot be a diffeedneyond the systems, it becomes the
very limit of the systems and the point from whigéthe will try to articulate a new
version of maternal outlook.

Sethe’s decision to kill her children is as mugr@duct of contingency as it is a
product of her traumatic past. When she recogrszkeolteacher’s hat in Baby Suggs’s
yard, she returns mentally back to Sweet Home, evbenoolteacher and his nephews
raped her maternal body and opened her back ittempat to study her species

“scientifically.” This left a permanent scar on Huexck, just as her mother bore a scar
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under her breast, as a physical confirmation adissigned social and economic status in
the system of slavery and a painful reminder ofstniéering and humiliation that goes
with that status. So, the moment of radical corimy that leads Sethe to a controversial
decision is a mixture of past and present whergtlsent is historically marked by a
past temporality. It is this present of rememooyborrow Morrison’s word coinage, that
becomes a prerequisite for the critical assessofemdrmative motherhood.

Far from rejecting motherhood, Sethe seeks talatdiher maternal position as a
way to protest the highly selective character atd&privileges available only to a
certain number of women who can be “true” motherdeun the current system. She
claims her maternal position by articulating safetg new way. Safety, accomplished
the Sethe way, signifies protection in death. Buike Grimke’s, Graham’s and
Johnson’s mothers, who verbalize the new meanirsgiety almost immediately after
the act of infanticide, Sethe remains silent fatgygome time and counts primarily on
the non-verbal act to produce a symbolic message justification of her action takes
place in her mind, and we are only exposed tadubh the techniques of internal
focalization and not through a direct public emoéibproclamation. Shortly before the
murder of her daughter, we learn about Sethe’sngidmodification of the signifier
safety

Simple. She just flew. Collected every bit of l§lee had made, all the parts of her

that were precious and fine and beautiful, andedrpushed, dragged them

through the veil, out, away, over there where ne could hurt them. Over there.

Outside this place where they would be s&elgved192)
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This is the moment when we, the readers, gain@sea@ccess to her interior thoughts to
learn the black mother’s interpretation of safd@iy.the members of the black and white
communities, it still remains obscure, envelopethaternal silence. It is much later that
they will get to the verbal explanation of this aq@torical meaning of infanticide as
safety.

It is interesting to note that at the moment ofisiea making, Sethe perceives
herself and her children as a single body of {ffee could argue that she perceives her
maternal body as a complex assembled organism ofatiferent parts that functions
under the auspices of excessive maternal proteclios children are not treated as
independent subjects but as objects in a kindufieed corporeal ensemble that fails to
represent their individual interests but foregraaintstead the maternal power of
representation — a moment of maternally hegemordhédren’s interests. Protecting the
integrity of such a composite maternal body dodsend up in exterminating the whole
body but only in dismembering parts of it or elitimg the voices that might contradict
the maternal representation of their interest. Byigating parts of this composite
maternal body (her children), Sethe produces an@ue justification of her action, too;
she makes sure that the most-precious elementaiobtganism do not become
exploitable in the hands of the master.

Organized in this fashion, Sethe’s protective metlsm equates safety with
murder and has a limited influence that does ndiegmnd the members of her
immediate family. Thought and expression of collectinity is demonstrated only
through the composite maternal body while commioality appears to be of little

importance to her. Thus, the dimension of the jgalitn the absence of immediate verbal
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message, based solely on its gory visual contanfa be grasped as a call for political
action from the members of the black community.iiTresaction is to put Sethe in
complete isolation for the next eighteen yearss @monstrates an awareness that
something went wrong, but it is only addressedalitipal terms later on when Beloved
arrives and a new temporal and social context appgeaecreate the meaning of
infanticide from a different angle, finding in hdt social value that rises above the
immediate context of its social production to cldhme space of the universal.

What matters then, in terms of Sethe’s radicalenma politics, is that she
manages to introduce an important maternal questathough not immediately
verbally tied to safety — acutely and abruptly itite public space. By a blitz planning of
her chilling protest, she participates directlhoithhe deconstruction of the signifigafety
as it operates in the dominant discourse of motiathThe result of her maternal
biopolitics, to echo Foucault’'s term, receives wedenmunal attention after the arrival of
Paul D and Beloved.Prior to that, it is perceived either as sham#fahtrics or as a sign
of insanity. To follow Lacau’s theory, we have aeavhere the moment of dislocation
marks a prolonged existence before it is positivizdo a moment of search for
communitarian fullness.

Other Interpreters of Safety or That Safety Whihot One

Sethe’s interpretation of safety is immediatelgndiissed by the female members
of the community. “Clean yourself up!” Baby Suggsronands right after the gory act,
when Sethe attempts to resume her maternal dutyrte her survived baby, Denver.
Ever since Baby Suggs moved from Sweet Home aftestn, Halle, bought her

freedom from Mr. Garner and arrived in Cincinnalie devoted her life to the spiritual
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uplifting of all those in need of coping with theaama and stress in their post-slavery
lives or those who simply look for spiritual guid&nthat fits best their needs. Baby
Suggs becomes “an unchurched preacHgeiqvedl02) and the Clearing — a wide-open
area cut deep in the woods — becomes the home tinir@stry.” In her remake of
traditional religious practices and Christian dimas, Baby Suggs creates her own
religion based on the worshipping of the exhaufitma the labor and oppression of the
human body. Stepping out from among the “ringimg$;” her disciples hear Baby
Suggs’s preaching her psychosomatic form of sgiritleansing and recuperative
strategies. It is a call to release the negativetiems in acts of crying, dancing, and
laughing that women, men, and children have to eapee in order not to be saved but
to reclaim their bodies for new earthly and soebdbktence. What starts as a
differentiated, gender-based and age-oriented appre women should cry, men should
dance, and children should laugh — ends up innsgr&ssion of imposed behavioral
limits resulting in a productive mix up. We leahat “Women stopped crying and
danced; men sat down and cried; children dancethemdaughed, children cried until,
exhausted and riven, all and each lay about tteinlg damp and gasping for breath”
(Beloved103). This mixing of bodily activities across gen@nd age lines provides for a
better bonding experience among individuals whathlitates the road to the state of
desired communitarian unity.

Baby Suggs’s “uncalled, unrobed, and unanointedagphing resembles another
maternal approach in its insistence to take catbeflesh and nourish the body. At the
same time, it is also shaped by the religioustsg@fidiscourse that advocates love as a

means for overcoming suffering. Baby Suggs’ twistlee Christian dogma of “love thy
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neighbor” or “brotherly love” reads as “love youwrdy” — an ego-centered philosophy at
first sight, but absolutely necessary to unitedtage for gender/age crossed patterns of
communal experiences. The maternal exceeds theidafthe family and private
affairs to offer a site of communitarian unity,cgtion where voluntary participation and
joint experience of relief become central to thecpption of some consensual communal
existence. Babby Suggs voices her instructionsdgporeal integrity as follows:
[l]n this here place, we flesh; flesh that weepsegk; flesh that dances on bare
feet in grass. Love it. Love it hard. Yonder theyrbt love your flesh. They
despise it. They don't love your eyes; they'd jastsoon pick them out. No more
do they love the skin on your back. Yonder they ftaAnd O my people they do
not love your hands. Those they only use, tie, bthdp off and leave empty.
Love your hands! Love them. Raise them up andtkissy. Touch others with
them, pat them together, stroke them on your feaase they don’t love that
either.Yougot to love ityou (Belovedl103-104).
Baby Suggs keeps on listing body parts with thesags that they need special care and
love. Strong arms, unnoosed and straight neckk,|dars, beating hearts, lungs that
need to breathe free air, life-holding wombs atécateceive the loving attention of their
body owners. It is a call for feeling the integritfythe human body and appreciating its
capacity to serve its body owner well. It is alscagtempt to reclaim one’s own body
from the master who consistently tries to “dismeriieand exploit those parts for
(re)productive capacities. Putting those parts hagkther requires a form of maternal
approach just like a mother would take care ofdidd. Baby Suggs sees the mothering

of corporeal unity as the very condition of a sal@ironment for the growth of
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communal bonding. Her maternal model for safeuisstantially different from Sethe’s
in the attempt to recognize the autonomy and stibsjgcof the single human body, its
ability and right to constitute itself as a mearfingnit in some system of productive
differentiality where its wholeness and integrithe guarantee for self-made and
successful model of social organization. The restdody is the metaphoric expression
of this self-made social organization. Baby Suggg#nition for safety then equates
with her slogan to love your own body. The mearofgafety as corporeal love clashes
with the meaning of safety as death and drawsiles bf distinction between Sethe’s
maternal politics and Baby Suggs’s maternal pgalititalso introduces a generational
tension between the two types of maternal politshe important communal rule of
ancestaralism and paying homage to seniority gmmgmain intact in this case or will it
be rewritten to acknowledge the potential of arpreésentative, regardless of gender, age,
or class, to become a locus of political subjett®i

The other aspect of Baby Suggs’s unchurched mateeading philosophy
involves the submersion of the body into a culteade capable of representing
collective bonding that leads to communal affibati Rhythm and dance become the
backbone of this cultural code. Baby Suggs dandeke wthers give the right note until
“the four-part harmony [is] perfect enough for théeeply loved flesh"Belovedl04).
The aestheticizing offered in this group performegives the members a sense of
spiritual fulfillment, satisfaction, and awarenassthat the result of the performance
depends on their work as a team. Harmonizing conaireffort in folk art gives the

impression of transcending time and situating tiedence in some universal space,
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rather than keeping it constantly contextualizellicv is something that would validate
only its temporary effect of bonding and senseashimunal belonging.

But Baby Suggs’s maternal model that features pafetorporeal and cultural
unity loses popularity as she engages in exceésagting to celebrate the arrival of
Sethe and her reunion with her children. Sethe’sdstuof her almost-crawling baby also
puts pressure on the validity of Baby Suggs’s undied teaching by abolishing the very
subject and agent of her philosophy, the integrftthe human body. Sethe disrupts the
maternal approach upon which the practice of BalygS's healing ceremonies are
constituted. Without an integral performing humaalyy the cultural code as a viable
horizon is severely impeded. Sethe has “saved’ mdiher composite maternal body
that will not perform. She has jeopardized thelitytaf Baby Suggs’s system of
salvation. In the following years, Baby Suggs hasImoice but to give up her
compromised teachings. The signifsafetyfrom this perspective loses the signified that
she attributes to it.

Sethe’s disruption of the sign of safety firsthe tdlominant maternal discourse
and second in Baby Suggs’s spin on maternal ralityiecs powered by an
overwhelmingly protective maternal strategy. WhanlfD comes to Sethe’s place
eighteen years after the incident, Sethe revedisidier maternal philosophy based on
utmost devotion and obsessive protection of hey k&fl child, Denver. Sethe makes an
excuse to Paul D on behalf of Denver’s provocatweeds toward him, and when advised
not to cover up for Denver, Sethe explains thatistiee only one in charge of her and
not Paul D. Paul D’s reminder that Denver is grayprenough to apologize on her own

meets Sethe’s emotional disapproval, “I don’t cahat she is. Grown don’t mean
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nothing to a mother. A child is a child. They gajder, older, but grown? What's that
supposed to mean? In my heart it don’t mean a'tl{p®). Sethe pledges an extreme
maternal protection, a duty that stretches evewomhdyhe boundaries of her own life, “I
will protect her while I'm alive and | will protedter while | ain’t” Beloved54).

It appears that Sethe has extended her maternatpolf safety in the years after
the infanticide it two ways. First, its applicatigewer goes beyond the category toddler
or small child to embrace the category adolesd@enver is already a teenager capable
of voicing her own opinion and grasping the impoce of speech act as constitutive of
subjectivity. One should think of how she deligimselling her story of birth. So, Sethe’s
maternal function has shifted from a mere physigadtection” of the child’s body to a
full back-up of her daughter’s verbal acts and belraSethe now becomes the maternal
protector to a body of speech authored by her daughthe real world language of a
young black woman advanced with maternal protecgainst the authority of a black
man’s expression of protest. Thus, the spectruocoofmunicators widens, too. The
guestion of safety no longer concerns the immediatée of Sethe’s family as was the
case with the murder of the baby, but now the goestf safety begins to involve
actively other community members.

The second important nuance in Sethe’s updatedrnahigolitics is the public
verbalization of the notion of safety operatingnfirthe place of death. That space of
safety as death is claimed not only for black aleidwho become victims of exploitation
and oppression but is also a site for maternal@gand guardianship of the children.

These changes mark a philosophical shift in Settaglicalized version of

maternal politics as infanticide. Safety, in thesision, requires a direct confrontation
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with those who threaten the children or a superahtnaternal intervention from the
world of the dead. On the surface, it excludegatigon of the version of safety as child
murder. In theory, it sounds like an idealized \@rf a life-long conscripted
maternalism in service of children.

We have already noted that even though the aditef murder targets critically
the oppressive system of slavery, it fails to pida political consensus among the
various representatives of the black community. ldenno exception in this scenario.
Paul D’s reaction to the tragic event is full obsk and disapproval. He reflects, “This
here Sethe talks about safety with a handsaw.Hdris Sethe didn’t know where the
world stopped and she begaBefoved193). He struggles with her interpretation of
safety because it does not fit the moral and hustiardiscourse that he draws on to
make the statement. Sethe, in his view, appeamé&ar the boundaries between the
world as a context for her identity constructioml @ine impossible attempt for her identity
to construct a context for this very same world.

Paul D is concerned about the question of safegesihe day he walks into 124.
He has to expel a troublesome ghost, relying omfasculine power to save Sethe and
Denver from its whimsical and tormenting presemtere is the depiction of his defense
of the two women in the house in the name of safety

“God damn it! Hush up!” Paul was shouting, fallimgaching for anchor. “Leave

the place alone! Get the hell out!” A table rusih@dard him and he grabbed its

leg. Somehow he managed to stand at an angle,cddticidpthe table by two legs,

he bashed it about, wrecking everything, screarbauk at the screaming house.

211



“You want to fight, come on! God damn it! She haegh of you. She got
enough!”
The quaking slowed to an occasional lurch, but Badid not stop

whipping the table around until everything was rgciet. Beloved22)
Few critics point to Paul D’s attempt to free tloaibe and its female inhabitants from the
ghost and they agree that his was a failure or ¢eamp cover up for the situation. The
development of the narrative corroborates thessiaes. What seems intriguing for the
purpose of our analysis is to see Paul D’s rea@a gendered response to the issue of
safety. He draws on a discourse of masculinitycWiallows settling the score with the
ghost as to who gets the woman, now expresseglagsecal fight accompanied by a
rough provocative language. His physical approashlfels the ghost’s restless violent
attacks. Coupled with destructive acts of hous@gnty and the strategy of “screaming
back at the screaming house,” Paul D’s responds atra standard patriarchal solution to
the problem of safety. Safety in the discourse asaulinity translates into submission of
the violator to the rule of masculine power thabalegulates gender relations. His
protective reaction is from the perspective of rafer friend and a potential partner,
perhaps even a prospective husband of Sethe.

Later when Beloved appears, Paul D learns th&dstenis battle to the ghost as
he faces a more powerful and unpredictable presence

Having learned from Stamp Paid about Sethe’s irfal®, he addresses her with
a stern remark — “you have two feet, Sethe, nat’fl96) — and reproaches her
maternal affectionate feeling with the phrase, ‘yowe is too thick” Belovedl193). It is

easy for him to ascribe Sethe animal charactesisiimilar to those schoolteacher gave
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her, although for a completely different reasorhddteacher compares her to a horse
beaten beyond the point of education after shethetghroat of her two-year old
daughter, trying to make a point about her natackiaability to be disciplined while

Paul D reminds her that she has stepped down tetabe of animal as she opted for an
excessive measure to protect her daughter. Thesaiicn is that she might have yielded
to the white stereotypical perception of the bleste as an inferior species. He does not
approve of the way Sethe launched her critiqueratest hegemony, but, at the same
time, he is not sure what might be the right wayetact to injustice.

Paul D is the first one to take Sethe out of tightgien-year-long isolation that the
black community of Cincinnati, Ohio, put her inaftier act of infanticide. As an
outsider to the community, he initially lacks knedte of the communal secret — how,
when, and why the murder of the child took place.fékls no restriction to reintroduce
Sethe to social life. This is one practical refudin the visit to the carnival for colored
people. As a person of Sethe’s past and a desudfrhe has certain leverage to ease her
social reintroduction. But as his attempt failsj amce Beloved sets in with her
impossible demands, he is forced to withdraw hes@nce from Sethe’s life. The issue of
infanticide torments him and he seeks further engtian from Stamp Paid.

This is how a second male presence is (re)expastxd tproblem of infanticide.
With a newspaper clipping and his account of thengvStamp Paid informs him of the
day when Sethe raised relentlessly the questicafety eighteen years ago. Stamp Paid
remembers the day when he decided to pay a viBiaby Suggs’s house for her own
sake and described to Paul D his encounter witbegoand speech that made little to no

sense:
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What he heard as he moved toward the porch, het didderstand. Out on
Bluestone Road he thought he heard a conflagrafitvasty voices — loud, urgent,
all speaking at once so he could not make out eyt were talking about or to
whom. The speech wasn’t nonsensical, exactly, ras itmongues. But something
was wrong with the order of the words and he catildigscribe or cipher it to
save his life. All he could make out was the wonidie The rest of it stayed
outside his mind’s reach. Yet he went on througheWhe got to the steps, the
voices drained suddenly to less than a whispgave him pause. They had
become an occasional mutter — like the interionsista woman makes when she
believes she is alone and unobserved at her waskhh when she misses the
needle’s eye; a soft moan when she sees anotlpemcher one good platter; the
low friendly argument with which she greets theéxothing fierce or startling.
Just that eternal private conversation that takesepetween women and their

tasks. Beloved203)

This is a crucial scene in Morrison’s novel thatgtrates again how the signifieafety

circulates in different discourses. Operating fneithin the discourse on freedom, Stamp

Paid pays little attention to the voices or ratiseEethe’s maternal conversation that he

overhears. He does not perceive the talk as alpessipression of maternal politics that

engages the topic of safety, but perceives it atstes a feminine talk, straight from the

sphere of domesticity, a sphere traditionally fefthe control of women. His social
profile gives us further clues as to why his bece e aural/oral misperception of

maternal talk.
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Stamp Paid is an influential and respectful menadbéine community from the
time when his main job was to organize and progafe passages for runaway slaves. He
rows boats down the river to transport fugitiveveks puts poles as signs when new
people will make the crossing, attaches white flagshe poles to signal that a mother
and children who require special accommodatioraaiging, and above all, risks his
own life by conducting illegal activities in violah of the Fugitive Slave Act.

His reputation of savior and law breaker in the aahhuman freedom paints a
heroic aura of his personality and qualifies hindemably as a political agent with
enormous influence in the black community and gsugfigure for those who need
safety to transition from one social stage of the@s to another.

Furthermore, Stamp Paid’s rescue operations ofwapalaves require a solid
group organization with strictly assigned taskth®rescuers. In this sense, Stamp Paid’s
representational function, similar to Baby Suggfis exceeds the realm of his personal
interest and private convictions and assumes tleeofaepresentation of all other
rescuers of the team and those in general who gg@fieolitionist views. By Laclau’s
definition, we are clearly facing a political sutijevith enormous influence, one who has
hegemonized the space of rescue operations.

In the discourse of emancipation, where Stamp gadnds his activities, the
signifier safetyis attached to two things: the mere physical sahaf individuals as they
make the passage from slavery to freedom and timeemibof smooth social integration
into the new place. The flow of the procedure mmstrictly organized phases, adherence
to strict rules, reliable coded systems of commation, and an entire network of

supporters to complete the successful crossingraway slaves.
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As aring leader of such a rescue group, Stamg iBavell-acquainted with the
construction of the political meaning of safetyphysical survival, communal integration,
and discretion. His notion of safety is not basedgersonal and masculine perception
the way Paul D’s is toward Sethe, but on a uniffaagranitarian ploy to save people
who by virtue of the paralegal act of liberatioe sransformed into presences with
political value. His political activism encompasselsroad spectrum of both rescuers and
rescued to form a viable emancipatory structuredisplays the power of a counter-
hegemony to the existing social order. It appdaas $tamp Paid, as a seasoned political
and communal organizer, is better equipped thah[P&w decipher Sethe’s maternal
political message if he comes across it while wigithe person who is of greater
importance to him at the moment — unchurched peaBhaby Suggs. But he misses it, as
we have noted, because everything from the housé&snoultural location to his mission
obligation and political subjectivity pushes himtine realm of his safety and not Sethe’s
safety.

The visit to Baby Suggs’s house is rife with amitigs and proliferations of
referrals in meaning, but he barely registers taénThe history of the house as the birth
place of Bodwin, the white abolitionist, and laéelocation for rescued refugees
compresses the history of the struggle for freedsra result of primarily black but also
white effort. As a metaphoric condensation of jdreedom actions, Stamp Paid has no
problem identifying the house as a familiar shelten by known actors who provided
victuals and advice to those who made the pas$iagehe absence of the house as a
place of shared common language of freedom anatsavthat baffles him now, but he

cannot clearly recognize what kind of languagedisiglaced the familiar one. He can

216



sense the shift in signification, but the histofyle place and the dwellers cloud the
actual understanding of this new language.

As Stamp Paid approaches 124, he first registemflagration of loud hasty
voices that disrupt the speech act beyond the laieslof interlocutor — audience
understanding. The thematicity of the speech agtiite vague to Stamp Paid. It is not in
tongues either. The clarification that it is noésph in tongues is very important, because
it discards the idea of glossolalia, of having dadde of language” as linguist William J.
Samarin describes it, or the masqueraded preséifioeemn authority that is
unintelligible because both the speaker and theeheannot break its linguistic code. It
is rather a more radical way of organizing Baklamheteroglossia by mixing utterances
and speech manners determined by the social situegs and political agenda of the
speaker. Implied is that whatever linguistic magifions and distortions the speech
produced, they are all within the terrain of somectional linguistic system where the
voice that delivers the speech is fully aware ®hikeaning. It is not a sheer receptacle of
anybody’s will but only of their own.

The most disturbing characteristic of this spesdhe order in which words
appear to block their comprehension. It is a fofroanmunication that does not offer
safety through easily graspable vocabulary andesgglammatical structures (standard or
vernacular). It appears to bend phonetic, morphoébgand syntactic arrangements in a
subversive mode. As a result, the field of theestents semantics remains imperceptible
to Stamp Paid. He cannot hear Sethe’s maternathagclearly from outside the house

but is able to distinguished fragments or chippedds that appear to express something.
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“In Giving Body to the Word,” one of the most inéintial psychoanalytic
readings oBeloved Jean Wyatt introduces the tematernal symboli¢to explain
Morrison’s construction of Sethe as a maternal kertty the consequences it has for
communal and social arrangemefitaVyatt employs the terrmaternal symboli¢to
discuss not only an alternative language incorpggahaternal and material values, but
also a system, like Lacan’s symbolic, [that] losadabjects in relation to other subjects”
(212). Wyatt specifically places Sethe within hemomaternal symbolic of presence and
connection that draws Denver and Beloved intoatlodwing Wyatt’'s hypothesis of the
maternal symbolic, it could be argued that whempt&aid hears the voices coming
from the house, he is not able to locate his stiljgcwithin the system of maternal
expression and values and hence his difficultyewigher Sethe’s maternal language.
This difficulty means that he will not be able to gast the mother-child system of
plenitude that requires no paternal signifiersxigte

Yet, there are linguistic words and residues thatide a connection, no matter
how slim, to the symbolic. There is the signifieinethat clearly inhabits the world of
the symbolic and there is the sowstdwhich is very difficult for someone to ascribe
some meaning to it. At a first glansthis the perfect candidate to fit Watt's concept of
the maternal symbolic. Stamp Paid’s reaction, h@redoes not seem to confirm an
encounter with the maternal symbolic. He singlestioet wordminealthough he lacks a
proper situational linguistic context to tell to atht is attached, and he identifies the
soundsthas some sort of interjection that is characteristivoman’s speech when
practiced in a domestic environment. In other wp8tamp Paid measures the content of

what he heard strictly within the symbolic. To hiaftimately, after the initial chaos and
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uncertainty, the language does not remain stalylifogeign and imperceptible but
becomes a tamed feminine linguistic register the fimaturally” do not employ. This
female linguistic register cannot impose any thoeathe current linguistic order because
it is contained as a private language within thHeesp of domesticity.

It should be suggested, however, that what Staang lieard is not just a
scrambled female speech oriented exclusively towande domestic circle of femininity,
but Sethe’s maternal speech, the explication othtaty philosophy, and her craving for
a wider social reception of the issue that sheedhsome eighteen years ago with
infanticide. This is the speech that first expdsesto the public. Consider how close
stylistically and semantically, even from the &tthat we know, the speech that Stamp
Paid described is to the maternal monologue Setbhetepared for Beloved and that we
get exposed to only later on in the novel:

Beloved, she my daughter. Simine See. She comes back to me of her own free

will and 1 don’t have to explain a thing. | didiiive time to explain before

because it had to be done quick. Quick. She hhé safeand | put her where she
would be. But my love was tough and she back ndwmelv she would be.

(Beloved236, italics mine)

It is quite possible that Stamp Paid hears somegtiuirthis effect, and if so, he might
have witnessed Sethe’s maternal attempt to proroherself as a political subject, this
time in language regardless of its chaotic andatitgd flow.

If we return to the verbal presentation that Stdap heard, we can examine
what the significance ahineandsthmay be in the context of the maternal political

speech. The reader’s awareness of Stamp Paidsquéire of receiving the information
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is indeed important, because it creates the pdisgiti interplay between the reader’s
interpretation and his — an excellent illustratadrhow Morrison’s writing technique of
reader inclusiveness workS.

The signifierminestands for the possessive pronoun, indicatingrtaeernal
desire to possess her children, but it might beelsacknowledged as Sethe’s explosive
“mining” of her life after the act of infanticidén other words, she counts on the
repercussion of this “mining” or crushing of hdelto bring attention to a serious social
problem that requires a communal solution. The woirte could surely have such a
meaning for the present day reader whose taskcasddn claims, is to work along with
the author.

Thus, Sethe’s disjointed linguistic performancabsut the maternal assessment
of the act of infanticide and the “safety” Sethairrled it would bring. In this contexdth
is like a vocal print that approximates phonetic#itle wordsafetyand at the same time
fails to capture a sufficient image-approximatidnhe word that would unequivocally
boost a recognizable semantic valuedafety * Put another way, the phonetic imagie
is traceable tgafetyonly if the message sender and message recigisntamiliar with
the historic context that enables a similar lingaisonnection — the history of Sethe’s
infanticide. The recognition of a past contingennypther words, is the guarantor for
certain semantic identification. Stamp Paid puth&e maternal speech entirely in the
context of domesticity and household work, and thathy he misses the importance of
the message; neither is he able to perceive itdesers a political subject.

The phonetic inspection sthindicates the absence of voweshsounds and

resembles a smothered or dismembered imagafety Its metaphoricity is reminiscent
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of Sethe’s dead child, whose throat was cut imdmae of safety. The phonetic print,
thus, is a sorrowful reminder, a maternal mourriarghe lost child.

The visual imagsth, on the other hand, is like a diminished, comp@éssersion
of Sethe’s name. From that perspective, it sergsemapen confession that Sethe’s
maternal politics on safety might have gone wrong.

Even the name Sethe can be inserted in the pudiiggstic chain of “safety”
signifiers that fiction characters and readers mmtfas they unravel the past of slavery.
Sethe, despite the absence of conclusive evid@atd/orrison planned this effect, can
be read as an intrinsic part of the linguistic drgtursive game th&elovedpresents to
its audience. Sethe is another phonetically transéd version of safety, as temporal and
linguistic evidence in the novel suggests. As aifigy, it captures the antagonistic fight
between her as a slave and her adversary, themslaster, who prevents her from being a
mother to her childrerSth on the other hand, reveals the radicalizatiothef
antagonistic relation; the moment of turning ibimthat Zizek calls “pure antagonism.”
Sthbecomes Sethe’s confession of her own self-hindeand blockage from realizing
her full identity. Her name and its distorted vershame her sympton? This
recognition, however, does not disqualify her g®lgical subject.

Thus, the maternal chain of signification that tbader confronts takes the
following shape -safety-Sethe-sth and it becomes the code for reading the padlitica
struggle of the black community told one specifimyw the maternal way. The
persistence with which the black mother keepssheea of safety with various nonverbal

and verbal means in the public focus is an atiestaff its discursive displacement and
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attempt to bring its importance to the sphere a¥ensality. The issue of safety must be
considered by all. It has not reached its finajstaf communal agency yet.

In The Signifying Monkeyenry Louis Gates, Jr. develops his theory of
signification based on the power of black vernactdawist, bend, improvise, and thus
serve as a corrective to the master’'s languages@eaigues that Signifyin(g) is the black
trope of the tropes. He describes the processgmifgin(g) as follows:

Talking about the black concept of Signifyin(gprisit like stumbling unaware

into a hall of mirrors: the sign itself appears®doubled, at the very least, and

(re)doubled upon closer examination. It is notsigm itself, however, which has

multiplied. If orientation prevails over madnes® soon realize that only the

signifier has been doubled and (re)doubled, a fs&gnn this instance that is silent,

a “sound-image” as Saussure defines the sign(fidy).

Counting on the politically charged concept of $igation, the origin of which Gates
describes as the work of “some black genius or camiy of witty and sensitive

speakers” who “disrupted the nature of the sigrtheke their revisions of the formal
system of signification that reserves mainly posié of disadvantage to them, we can see
how the name Sethe in MorrisoBglovedsignifies the concept of safety. Sethe becomes
the maternal black signifier for safety. Furtheidewce for the connection between the
name Sethe as an African American linguistic respdn the English worslafetyand its
nineteenth-century American conceptualization cofraes the pages of Morrison’s

novel. Early on, as memories of her plight of gg/lirth to Denver in the wilderness

flood Sethe’s mind and mix with memories of eartiare when Sethe was a child on a

plantation somewhere in Louisiana or Carolina,reineembers women working in the
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field with their backs turned to her. The langu#iggy used seems now to Sethe distant
and imperceptible, but the songs and dances théyemaain quite vivid in her
imagination.

Pointing to a woman in the field, a young girl leftcharge of the small children
informs Sethe who her mother is. Instead of keepismngle recognizable image of her
mother, the picture engraved on her mind is tha gfoup of women all of them called
Ma’am who address her, her own mother included) ®#&th-thuh when instructing her
what to do:

“Seth-thuh.”

‘Ma’am.”

“Hold on to the baby.”

“Seth-thuh.”

‘Ma’am.”

“Get some kindlin in here.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Beloved37)

We know that Sethe’s mother, along with other wopoame as a slave to America
straight from Africa. Nan’s story about how Setheisther rejected the children from the
crew members but kept Sethe and named her aftétablke man whom she loved
confirms that the little girl's name was an oridiAdrican name. The women field
workers from Sethe’s childhood memories are direptesentatives of their African
background and cultural heritage. Seth-thuh, tisuhe original African sounding of
Sethe’s name — an instance of African purity stitouched by American English

linguistic interference™® Seth-thuh is not phonologically relatedsafety to follow
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Gates’s vernacular theory of (re)doubling of sigard, the way Sethe is. There is no
explanation irBelovedwhen and where Seth-thuh became Sethe, but byealhs, the
name Sethe is already in circulation as she isbin@ught to the Garners’ plantation at
the age of fourteen. With her transition from chodd into womanhood/motherhood, the
brutal sexual assault by schoolteacher and hisavepfollowed by the mythic escape to
freedom and the act of infanticide, the connechietween Sethe arséfety | argue,
becomes more and more visible. The personal nathe $ecomes an instance of an
African American trope and a linguistic politicalramentary on the idea of safety. But is
the name really capable of holding up to its folirective critical potential for black
signifiers as Gates argues in his theory? Willand for the triumph of wit, as he claims?
If Sethe is an instance of the doubling of a digniits design is to argue
relentlessly for the truth-claim about safety aratemity sustained by the hegemonic
discourse on motherhood. It also asks flagrantiys&dety that is not the safety of the free
state of Ohio complicit with the South when it cane ex-slaves, nor does it accept the
safety of corporeal spirituality that the ministfyBaby Suggs offers to its people, nor
does it admit that Stamp Paid’s paralegal resceeabipns achieve fully their goals.
Sethe’s political opponents, it appears, are pavéigures on both sides of the black and
white communal division. If read under these amstances, her name carries the
potential to become a political code-name for safetreference to other black mothers
and their experience and in reference to other neesndif the community who, as
Morrison’s narrative confirms, have experiencedlfoi of safety to the point of paying
with their own lives. Sixo is burned, Paul D isain iron collar, and other male slaves

from Sweet Home are crucified when their plan é& fivas uncovered. Ella, Baby Suggs,
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and Sethe’s mother, like other countless slave emsflknew that safety and protection
for them and their children is an impossible dem&uaime of them, too, have committed
infanticide, although phrasing differently theiasens for protest. Thus, Sethe
technically meets the requirement to become ane@mbf the black search for safety,
but in reality the potential individuals and grougslack people who could side with her
choose not to jump on the bandwagon of her soocépt. The name, Sethe,
demonstrates its capacity to be a black signibessafety, but Sethe’s action precludes its
social circulation as a communicative form thatllspee linguistic victory over the enemy.
Stamp Paid’s encounter with the voices in the hausere Sethe lives proves this point.
% In other words, Sethe, as a signifier, undercate&s vernacular theory in its role of
using language as a victorious tool against thaenaSethe is rather a signifier that aims
at the correction of something (actual approacimett)e vernacular basis that produces
Signification.’® As a result, by choosing the name Sethe and thiexiofor its
signifyin(g) function (infanticide), Morrison endg working both within and against
Gates’s theory of Signification.

There is another way, however, to preserve Setlaebtack signifier with
political function, and it is to recognize it aplaa for a new structural hegemonic
articulation of safety with wide communal receptidiis is what Sethe’s “monologue”
in its vocal conflagration attempts to say to StdPapd at the door of the house. Itis a
reflection on the horrific event of infanticide agailed policy to ignite communal agency
on the spot some eighteen years ago and it issaf@le present communal alliance to
self-write an acceptable definition for safeBghis that “enigmatic” double image of the

signifier safetythat will either open the gates to communal (r&aror will stay
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obtrusively locked in the sphere of the domestientifiable, as Stamp Paid says, as an
“internal private conversation” with “nothing fiesand startling” Beloved203).

Critics interpret Morrison’s choice to name her im@sowned literary character,
Sethe, from a single, in my view limited, perspeetiThe general consensus is that Sethe
is derived from Set(h), the Egyptian god of thesaels storm, and foreigners, or the
Biblical Seth, the son of Adam and Eve born after glaying of Abel by Cain as a
replacement for the lost son. For Wilfred Samuals @lenora Hudson Weems, the name
is an example of Morrison’s talent to manipulatettmgnd mysticism for fictional
purposes. According to them:

Morrison’s tendency to shatter conventional measgugd interpretations as she

draws on more conventional myth and folk mategahost visible in her use of

Sethe’s name, which sledviously[italics mine] borrows from the Seth who was

one of the major gods of ancient Egypt and thedabBeth who was the child of

Adam and Eve and whose descendants include Noahisigdandson Ham, who

was cursed for having seen his grandfather nakieid.biblical mythology was

often used to justify the enslavement/oppressidnlaxdks. It is the irony that we
face when we consider the physical appearanceedEglyptian mythical Seth that
is important to Morrison’s use of the name. In fdienwas part man and part
animal or bird (perhaps a falcon); he was oftemeated with purification rituals.

(Toni Morrison136)

Such an examination of the etymology of the nantheSestablishes undisputable
historical and mythological roots that tie Sethikdépto her African heritage. It is in line

with the traditionalist orientation that is so pa&ant in African-American literary
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criticism and fiction. Morrison herself is a promn of traditionalism traceable through
ancestral roots and mythologized rituals, as orteeoimost popular essays, “Rootedness:
The Ancestor as Foundation,” suggests.

Samuels and Weems look further into the Egypt@mection by pointing to the
fact that inBelovedSethe is compared to a cow: a clear referentioctitics to the
Egyptian goddess Hathor, mother of the son godi@ndiver. In Samuel and Weems'’s
view, Morrison “successfully elevates Sethe toléwel of goddess through her selection
of name alone”Toni Morrison137). But why elevate a twentieth-century African
American female fiction character to that of a gegk? What is the advantage of a
similar triumphalist interpretation buried in anti€gyptian mysticism#

Barbara Hill Rigney also arrives at a similar iptetation of Sethe’s name to
validate the weight of cultural tribal identity. ‘Wéther this name is derived from that of
the Egyptian god, Seth, or from the Biblical Sefifney writes, “it represents, like
most of the names that Morrison designates as nhassnse of heritage and relational
identity” (“Breaking the Back of Words” 146). Rign@oints out that Sethe’s name is
one of the few chosen by her mother, and as suslaitmark of blackness. Sethe is also
one of the lucky few slaves to have kept the oabimame given at birth by her mother,
although it went through an important modificatemdemonstrated earlier. From this
angle, Morrison indeed supplies her character aitlincredible political instrument for
self-representation and cultural identificationfdiat, Morrison herself points out the
significance of names in the African tradition asarker for not only personal but tribal

identity:
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If you come from Africa, your name is gone. It erfocularly problematic

because it is ngtour name but your family, your tribe. When you diewhcan

you connect with your ancestors if you have lostryzame? That's a huge

psychological scar. (Interview with Thomas Le CR2&#)

Although Morrison does not deny her character fhtéa to (re)connect with her
ancestors based on the significance and meanihgraifrican name, to remind, Seth-
thuh is how her biological mother and other womalhed Sethe when assigning her
tasks, gaps in the personal history of slavesydio onomastic transformations, were a
standard practicé’ The phonetic transformation of Sethe’s name peréaf at an
onomastic level is crucial for revealing how langeaeflects the politicization of black
motherhood and the expression of its agenda matst radical version.

Most crucial, although important, the mythologibdslical context of Sethe’s
name is not enough to push her through the tinteo$lihe past and into the present fully
protected. In other words, the power of self-repnégtion via a personal name can only
be utilized by the name bearer not in situationsgthical invocation of the past but in
situations of presentness where the past may omwmiagffer its mythic strength to help
settle the score in the present. Along with theefieof self-representation backed up by
mythicized cultural knowledge comes the dangen@d identities and cultural matrixes
that monstrously threaten to block the currentsafer released by present-day clashes
of conflicting parties and their interests. Whaterpretations of Sethe’s name as a
marker of cultural heritage and relational idenéitg oriented exclusively to the past,
they fail to take into consideration the power ofttngency, the very same power that

shaped Sethe’s protest action.
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What Sethe offers to the black community throughlihguistic chairsafety-
Sethe-sth- is the mutability of the sign in relation to itdernal and external properties,
which is to say in relation to its phonological asamantic plasticity. Each member down
the chain signifies upon the previous one and tirle meaning farther into the black
communal space, creating a state of disintegratnehsocial miscommunication.
Morrison maximizes this effect in Beloved’s monalegvhere the assault on narrative
oral and written conventions obstructs meaning & moment where the reader faces an
instance of texticide and confronts the politicsheff novel in its monstrous shape-
shifting forms and elements of representattdn.

Enter the Sound

In “The Telling ofBeloveq’ Eusebio L. Rodrigues proposes the concept ofiwor
sounds to study the musical patterns of Morriso'gel. His claim is that “Toni
Morrison undermines the heaviness of print by fugrword-shapes into word-sounds in
order to allow her narrator to chant, to sing,xpleit sound effects” (152). Word-sounds
create rhythm and rhythmic patterns that give Maomis novel the aural effects that slide
into musical qualities in her prose. One couldlgasclude the sequensafety-Sethe-sth
as an example of Rodrigues’s transformation of wsirapes into word-sounds that
sustain a certain rhythmic quality to the literagpression. With the concept of word-
sound, Rodrigues is closer to registering the Smance of contingency for articulating
elements of language with a new meaning. It alsoeshaffinity to Gates’s vernacular
theory of signification and Laclau’s conceptualiaatof the empty signifier as ways of
making politics and extracting political dividenbiased on semantic variation and logics

of articulation and equivalence for meaning malang its retention.
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If the infanticidal mother ilBelovedconstructs the chasafety-Sethe-sths a
linguistic code for the expression of her politiaglenda on the platform of black
motherhood but does not gain a sufficient numbdoltdwers, how could the safety
project be salvaged to work in favor of communapemerment? Thus far, the maternal
polylogue has done a good job crucifying the signgafetyof attaching its body to
pillars of pure antagonism and antagonistic fighemptying it of specific troubling
contents that cannot hide the absence of systertme$s as well as charging it with its
own conflictual content. As a result, it has faitedix a meaning for it to restore the
possibility for a new communal beginning.

The process towards the coining the new meaningdiety goes first through the
aptly named Stamp Paid, who had trouble deciphehagpolitical message of the loud
voices heard in Sethe’s house, the voices that iniadéeel like “a stranger at the gate”
and regrettably made him walk awd@e{oved203).

It is only after he discovers the traces of othegrdding spectacles (segregation
and lynching), involving black people as unwillipgme “entertainers,” that he
witnesses his safety method being ruthlessly dewatl This realization sparks a series
of political reflections and a gradual understagdih what the voices and mumbling
coming from 124 may have all been about:

Eighteen seventy-four and whitefolks were stilltba loose. Whole towns wiped

clean of Negroes; eighty-seven lynchings in one gne in Kentucky; four

colored schools burned to the ground; grown mermppdd like children; children
whipped like adults; black women raped by the crneweperty taken; necks

broken; He smelled skin, skin and hot blood. Tha skas one thing, but human
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blood cooked in a lynch fire was a whole other ghifihe stench stank. Stank up

off the pages of North Star, out of the mouths thesses, etched in crooked

handwriting in letters delivered by hand. Detailedlocuments and petitions full
of whereas and presented to any legal body whad ite it stank. But none of
that had worn out his marrow. None of that. It Waesribbon. Tying his flatbed

up on the bank of the Licking River, securing & thest he could, he caught sight

of something red on the bottom. Reached for ithlbeght it was a cardinal
feather stuck to his boat. He tugged and what daose in his hand was a red
ribbon knotted around a curl of wet woolly haiinging still to its bit of scalp.

(Beloved212-113).

It is the assessment of the Reconstruction anceth&roduction of different racist
and segregationist practices in the South that ;m8kamp Paid see the problem of not
just one individual but of whole communities thavvh become paradoxically more
unsafe after the abolition of slavery. This paradbgranting freedom with one hand and
removing it with the other by substituting old teajues of fear and subservience with
new ones, presents Stamp Paid with the validityethe’s maternal claim that safety is
what is missing and that they are the only onésytto compensate for this lack.

Not surprisingly, it is the red ribbon knotted amdua curl of woolly hair that
belonged to a girl, just like Sethe’s murdered daeig that led Stamp Paid to 124 to try
to approach Sethe again.

He keeps on moving surrounded by the loud voicaststill remain
incomprehensible, but this time he is able to plaice on them. This identification of

voices is crucial for the formation of political aveness among community members.
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“This time,” the narrator tells us, “although heutan’t cipher but one word, he believed
he knew who spoke them. The people of the brokeksy@f fire-cooked blood and
black girls who had lost their ribbons” (213). TWaces in Stamp Paid’s mind belong to
the victims of those, who like Sethe, did not gehance to live the life of promised
freedom, the ones whose bodies assumed a horretrdpogical meaning to signal an
unsafe state of being.

The personal discovery of Stamp Paid rewrites kisorvival mission by giving
it a new direction and communal activism to fit #pecificity of the current day social
assemblage. This time, saving people by carryiegitbn boats on the water and
accommodating them with shelter are tasks thahatrgoing to be sufficient. A whole
new safety passage has to be invented with thediddmad communal participation.
And this time, as the story of entangled relatiansng Sethe, Denver, and Beloved
shows, the solution will have to involve a mechanfer coping with an internal
undesirable communal presence; it is no longestltran intercommunal affair with
white villains and black victims but an intracommablbusiness of unity through cultural
fortification.

Stamp Paid addresses the women in the communityedied on old political
partners, such as Ella, who was actively involvethe rescue crossings of slaves in the
old days. Her own secret story of infanticide, &allg kept in the back of her mind,
along with her past rescue activism does not makdésitate whether to engineer and
channel a new safety passage for Sethe. Denvee isther person who brings indirectly
to Ella’s attention the fact of Sethe’s dire sitaatand total surrender to Beloved’s

wishes when she begs the black ladies for foodaané.
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When a group of thirty neighborhood women decide Sethe had enough of her
own safety, they perform a kind of group exorcisnsave Sethe from Beloved and bring
her back to the community. At the core of this exn is an aural communal
construction that represents their version of gafete end of Sethe’s story indicates that
it is a successful form of exorcism: Sethe and Pagét their chance for a life together,
Sethe gets a new welcome into the community of i@ivati; Denver gets a job and
completes her integration into society, while B&ldwith her impossible demands is
gone. So how does this exorcism work to establishraework for new communal
consensus and acceptance of the sigrshéetywith a signified that lures towards a new
communal horizon? To answer this question it isartgmt to examine two elements of
the act of communal exorcism: the unified sound tiha women produce to save Sethe
and the transformation of that sound into a song i@snstatement of African American
cultural values. It is the first element that iscadicial importance to the emancipatory
definition of safety, and together with the seceteiment comes the delineation of a
readable hegemonic horizon.

Critics borrow cultural labels from the vocabulafithe oppressed to define the
joint rescue effort by calling it “communal exontisand a “form of healing”. This is
undoubtedly to honor African American cultural hage and the involvement of its
elements as instruments for literary theorizingthB@ords “exorcism” and “healing”
define in advance the dramatic, myth-like imagisedpe of the social battle for safety
and its outcome. For Rodrigues, the group exoresstiore than a speech act, itis a
mantralike utterance that rises from the creative fendglpths of their self” (161} For

Harris, the women perform a number of pagan andioels rituals. “The comparative
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images that come to mind are straight outleé Golden BoughHarris contends (135).
The voices perform the same purist function ag#res, sticks, and chants used in pre-
technological cultures to drive the evil away. Womaccording to Harris, acted as “the
proverbial ‘witch doctor” (‘Beloved “Woman Thy Name is Demon” 135) of ancient
times who had the power to command the living agaring evil. Finney also
emphasizes the purist and omnipotent aspect déthale group intervention. In his
words, “Sethe is washed clean of her sin and gyithe Black community” while
Beloved “disappears immediately after Sethe hasctid her anger at the man whom she
mistakenly takes to be schoolteacher” (115). Repgparts an ethnographic reading of
the exorcism very similar to that of Harris; fortithe legitimacy of the sound is
anchored in the ancestral heritage” (57) and besanehicle for communal restoration
and authoritative feminine spiritual practice.

But what if we reserve a second place for thaierite of folklore and tradition
and their role to secure community consensus? Tdtdgm “Sethe-Beloved” seems to
foreground contingency again as with the case tfeSginfanticide eighteen years ago.
This time the villain is Beloved and not schoolteac In this situation, a group of thirty
women, with the full support of other members & dommunity, approach Sethe’s
home to save Sethe and thus put an end to thegmoiy<lashes of safety that block the
way to communal unity. They have to find a spedifimg function for the empty
signifier safetythat would be appealing to different members efcbmmunity. If
successful with their temporary fix for the meanaigafety, they will emerge as the

particular group with a chance at hegemonizingsti@al space.
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Their hegemonic attempt rests on the concept o$thi@d and its power to both
formulate basic structural linguistic units andrd the authoritative function of the old
system of linguistic representation. The narragsaiibes the women'’s act of exorcism
as follows:

Together they stood in the doorway. For Sethe # asathough the Clearing had

come to her with all its heat and simmering leavdre the voices of women

searched for the right combination, the key, thdegthe sound that broke the
back of words. Building voice upon voice until theyind it, and when they did it
was a wave of sound wide enough to sound deep aateknock the pods off
chestnut trees. It broke over Sethe and she trehtikkethe baptized in its wash.

(Beloved306)

The thirty women'’s aural exorcism becomes a resptmSethe’s maternal signification
on safety. From an existential perspective, Setitigues safety through the act of
infanticide. From a verbal perspective, Sethestalout safety by constructing a
linguistic chain based on signifiers, their phooeind visual twists, and consonant vocal
imprints to keep the conversation on safety goimngf@regrounding its importance, and
assessing her maternal role in it.

At first glance, the women of the community opt édinguistic approach, similar
to Sethe’s, to heal the maternal psycho-somatigrieaand recuperate the maternal body
for further social functions. They seek for the mbuUpon closer examination, they seek
for a specific but unspecified sound, which bretflesback of words but with a different
end result of how Sethe broke the normative “safetth her proposed “safety” intsth

In a way, they are correcting Sethe’s linguistiaiohby adding a fourth member with
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exclusive signifying power. After their interventicthe extended version of the
signifying chain could be schematized in the follagway:safety — Sethe — sth — sound.
What safety can the women'’s sound offer to eraseéyatives of all the previous
versions that were blocking the way to communahagend integrity?

A number of critics cite Morriosn’s claim that sivanted to create a novel with
an aural quality to it and a text that would gikie tllusion of oral expression, story
telling, and song to define convincingly the AfficAmerican cultural bordéf. The
critics’ general approach, based on Morrison’ssidtideclaration, and their honoring of
African American criticism perhaps, treats the rolehe sound in the scene of collective
exorcism as a convenient and welcoming culturatation for both characters and
readers of African American descent to return pdeae called home — the milieu of their
cultural heritage. Sethe is already well-familiathasoothing sounds of African
American songs as an expression of care and clidieraification. It is enough to recall
how she recognized Beloved’s song as the very samg that she had sang later on to
her children or the songs that she heard at thari@gand the plantation where she lived
as a child. Also, it is obvious that graduallyeafPaul D’s and especially Beloved’s
intervention into her life, she becomes a dramiadmantic teller of her stories. Take for
example the story of her earrings, told upon Bedseequest. From a maternal
perspective, she is also familiar with the powethef sound that gave birth to her
daughter Denver in the wilderness. In other wo#the knows and makes use of the
black cultural codes quite well. She is familiatiwiheir healing and restorative power.
What would be so special about the power of the m@msound that Sethe did not know

prior to that? In what sense will it be restorat@wel, perhaps more importantly, liberating
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for her? The fact that the group will perform witér healing in mind and show good will
to accept her again in the communal ranks doeguarantee the success of their
salvaging operation. So, this strikingly loud amdverful sound must be of a different
quality and function. It has to be articulated idifferent way before it assumes a potent
cultural sway again and displays both a minimasd maximalist signifying function to
accomplish its mission of salvation.

| would like to emphasize that before the actiothefwomen’s vocal
intervention becomes healing and restorative,stristly emancipatoryTo see this, we
need to pay close attention to the characterisfitise sound and its power to “break the
back of words” as the omniscient narrator inforras u

To express a possible reading, the power of thedsbecomes the locus of safe
existence by virtue of breaking the back of thedsaand assaulting the epistemic
security of two different cultural regimes of repeatation. It severs to cripple the bi-
cultural logic (black and white) that previouslyianlated Sethe as “a witch” (23), a
“nigger woman” (39), “an animal,” “a horse” (1763 hawk” (185), “a carnival wom[a]n
with nothing to do” (283), who stood on displaytbe porch of 124, “a chastised child”
(295), “a mother in a dark place, with scratchingsas”(243). Even she, herself, feels the
powerful gravity of the fixes in a state of existerisuspended between the nastiness of
life and the meanness of the deaBélpvedd).

The repressive regulatory regimes of the two caltlogics are further well
reflected in Sethe’s words of reintroduction to FHauafter eighteen years of separation,
“l got a tree on my back and a haint in my houggl¢vedl8). Phrased as a riddle, this

reintroduction cannot hide for long the workingglod repressive and isolating regimes
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of white and black cultural discourses upon thelblafanticidal mother. The whites
“planted a tree” on her back to explore her aniomaracteristics, and now she has to
carry the tree as a cross on her back, exposinfigueative crucifixion of flesh and spirit.
L From the blacks, she inherited the ghost in thesadhat demanded her exceptional
servitude again. The enigmatic talk effectively ksathe marginal spaces that both
cultures, black and white, reserved for Sethe.iShething but “bad” material for a
“good” slave and a “witch” who killed her child anliitied them all. Sethe admits in her
interior thoughts that, “her past had been likepresent — intolerable” (4), while Paul D
registers her bi-cultural subjectivation as arf@mni for aesthetic assessment. Her face is
“like a mask with mercifully punched-out eyes” (I)d the scar on her back is a
“sculpture [...] like the decorative work of an irangh too passionate for display”
(Beloved2l). In that grotesquely stylized body, Setheyedo experience the rage of
the ghost that wrecks everything. The best Pauibdcdo is try to rescue her from the
haint’s cultural presence and its traumatic, frelalperformance by hitting hard the house
objects and “screaming back at the screaming hqisdved22), but his strategy

proves wrong. Sethe enters our world as a casedhapwhiteness and blackness that
have turned the “bad” maternal body into an absutdbit of cultural production.

The female exorcism offers safety from the restrecpegging of dominant
discursive formations through the power of the sbdrhis is possible because the sound
is void of any restrictive characteristics that\pde a clear view of its specificity.

We know very little about its phonetic value orporeal vestige. We are deprived of the
very characteristics that create its differenteue. And the central premise of

phonology tells us that a sound acquires its dfiéal value only in opposition to other
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sound? In the absence of a specified phonetic presenténtthe presence of an
unspecified sound, it becomes possible to breakdlok of words. As an unspecified
sound, it cannot be tied to particular words whaohld have its and their back broken.
To follow Laclau’s theory on emancipation, it opgesaso that it disassembles, creates a
dislocation, but also establishes a new signifieanaloing so. Signification is found not
in a word in contrast to other words, but in anpstsfied sound that has no contrasts but
at the same time all contrasts. It is safe ingfg@sentation, since it is dislocated from the
principle of representation. It is safe becausaitinot be structuralized, contrasted, and it
creates power in its non-structured, non-contrastesl The narrator describes its power
in reference to its volume and force of penetratibhegemonizes through lack of
contrast and allows us to see a new insight int@ teoview the black/white contrast; it
offers safety through its becoming a new unconghsteaningfulness, thereby making
racial contrast non-meaningful. The racial contbestomes dislocated. This lack of
meaningfulness of the racial contrast creates whetau considers a new foundation
upon which new identities emerge.

Missy Dehn Kubitchek compares the powerful sounthéat of birth giving and
arrival of new life. She sees in Morrison an attetogewrite the biblical dogma “in the
beginning was the word” with “in the beginning viae sound” (305)Beloved,
according to Kubitichek, refuses the authorityled European word and God as creator
and celebrates the authority of the sound and wamséife creators. Again, the clash is
between two systems of knowledge and authorityEtlm®pean word versus the African
sound. Kubitchek sees in that sound a demonstrafiarfemale black language, created

by a group of women from the sounds that they knidve moment of exorcism, thus, is
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the moment when “the female community marshalseleurces to fight an alien system
of representation” (“Claiming the Heritage” 175).

What Kubitchek misses to note is that the neighbodnwomen come with the
purpose to free Sethe by expelling Beloved, “thaldshild” that came (back) to both be
with Sethe and punish héF.Beloved, with her shape-shifting identity and rugt
history, belongs culturally to the African Americeommunity. This is not to say that an
alien dominant system does not have a say in 8widiive construction of Beloved at all.
It has its share in her making just as African Aicear discourses make her too. The
point is that Beloved identifies herself culturaképcially, and historically as African
American. In that sense, the group of women idfigbting an alien system of
representation but something that comes from withgir culture. It is something that
inhabits the terrain of their culture and threatensnpose marginality on its own people;
the thing that points to the limit of this cultuwesound that structures the sociality within
the black community. And the women, as the narnagports, are very familiar with this
cultural structural foundation, “In the beginningsvthe sound, and they all knew what
that sound sounded like” (305).

Examining the key moment of exorcism, Anissa Waaiims that “the
community of women create this redemptive languagel “form word-shapes to
represent their collective history” (47). To hdristredemptive language has the capacity
to reject the language as a symbolic system angtalde semiotic instead as a more
primal mode of communication and connection betweether’s and child’s body. The
Kristevan semiotic, however, refers to spontanesukeven chaotic eruption of sounds

and rhythm that precede the symbolic. Accordingiisteva, it has the capacity to
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subvert the symbolic and the best evidence forghisversion is found in poetic language.
This insight raises the question of the semiotit i relation to signification. Can

rhythm and spontaneous flow of sounds signify sbimgtor is it a stage of pre-
signification and as such its effectiveness to teutihe symbolic becomes possible?

To return to our case of vocal exorcism, “the veioéthe women search for the
right combination, the key, the code, the sount bhake the back of wordsBgloved
305). This polyvocality, voices of the women, ahdit expression of the powerful,
disruptive sound leads at first glance convenietatlthe semiotic. But upon a closer look,
the womerknowthat a code, a right sound rather than a flowpohsaneous sounds
exists and it is a question of improvisation tacdiger it. In order to hit the right key, the
voices have to sound as one; there is a needdaraicellation of difference in favor of
equivalence. It is this knowledge of a code or pragpmbination that makes
signification reappear and distance their sounohftioe semiotic field of sounds.
Furthermore, if it were merely an expression ofgémiotic, it would problematize the
moment of emancipation and consequently broadealsaaceptability that Sethe enjoys
after she is saved. Paul D returns to live withdret Stamp Paid clearly reacts as a
concerned friend. The result, in other words, ssspa the sphere of femininity and the
mother-child dyad with which the semiotic is clgsassociated.

Influenced by Cornel Wests'’s notion of kinetic ldya Khayati reads the
exorcism as “a ritualistic method in which the wiads of spirit and kinesis join the
sound to ‘break the back of words™ (321). Kineti@lity is associated with “passionate
physicality” and “combative spirituality” that praste survival and dream of freedom. It

emphasizes rhetorical styles and dynamic repesitaanformative of communities and
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improvisational identitie? In other words, it constructs stylized culturainfs (black
music, songs) as tools for conducting identity goedi Although the concept of kinetic
orality promises much, Khayati fails to read fulye presence of the unified but
unspecified sound, its group performance as oreejtaipotential to break the back of
words. It misses to explain the precise mechanismaking the emancipatory act
possible. Nor does he specify the tyranny of whiecids “pin” Sethe down which the
kinetic orality breaks apatrt.

If the main task of the women’s powerful soundoiskireak the back of words,” it
aims to disrupt what Laclau defines as differeritglc or that logic which is responsible
for fixing particular identities. We have alreadyncluded that the sound fights the
hegemony of two differential cultural logics, repeated in their dominant discourses.
The operation of disabling the functionality of wh&erential logics finds compensation
in the strengthening of the equivalential logic,ethis represented by the power of the
sound, and the group of women who manage to ctieatehegemonic move — the force
which makes Sethe feel “baptized in its wadBgélpved308). The moment of baptism
means a return to a system of signification thégrefa more accommodating
arrangement of subjects in it. As the act of exsrcindicates, women are building voice
upon voice until they find the right sound. Thisans that they themselves are in the
process of experimenting and discovering the rsghind. They already have the
knowledge that such a sound exists, but now thegoster how it sounds and witness its
effects. It is they who define the features ofsband as features of the social imaginary

which, in turn, brings the promise of structuralstire — a space defined as safe.
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This is obviously a collective act executed bydheup of women but supported
by numerous members of the Cincinnati communityl Beand Stamp Paid are clearly
among the male supporters; Denver as a closevelggits involved, and even the
abolitionist Edward Bodwin has a role in the evémbther words, we have a long chain
of diverse subjects united behind the idea to ettpethreat called Beloved.

The sound that offers safety, a product of comtimoy, does not remain as a
foreign, independent element, but quickly receasigulation in the black cultural
system as a credible and unifying component ofdlistiem. Morrison is quick indeed to
endow it with the influence of black culture. Irethext paragraph after Sethe’s vocal
baptism, the narrator identifies the group of worasrisinging women” (308). We never
learn what the song was about, but we do knowth®alayering of powerful sounds led
to the creation of the song: an identifiable expics of African American art. Thus, the
sound gets culturally claimed for the productioraallassic hegemonic operation
controlled by a group of women with extraordinappealing effects on the community
members.

Although the completion of the vocal exorcism i$ the actual closure of the
book, it is the place where the reader gets adifinthat the main characters’ lives might
be in the future. Optimism on the family and comitylevels prevails after the return of
Paul D in Sethe’s house and the integration of [@eimto the social life of the
community. The desire to end the main narrativamoptimistic tone, with possible
productive arrangements for personal lives and conainblossoming, is quite
understandable, given the level of crisis that edndracter, Sethe in particular,

undergoes. It is also an empowering and justicented literary response to a great
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number of African American texts that express @aaion of frustration or impasse about
the future of black people. Richard WrighNaitive Sorand Ralph Ellison’s$nvisible
Man come to mind first.

After an episode of personal and communal respoigilit looks the right time
in the narrative to say goodbye to the characteBeloved But such a happy-end
solution is, of course, too trivial to be on pathwihe complexity of the text. The novel
needs a second closure provided by the narratar hak withessed the past events and
from a safe distance in time is able to reflecBethe’s story. “This is not a story to pass
on” (Beloved324), the narrator declares, even though it haa b&#eady passed on to
and by fictional characters and from there on ®hkigger community of readers from
different generations and diverse backgrounds.ablvice of how to process the
disturbing events and the complex social historysdaot end with the act of forgetting
and amnesia, but rather with the awareness thattlie rustle of a skirt [that] hushes
when they wake”Beloved324), safety, as constructed to buttress commsiahllity,
can never remain constantly fixed but will be thedin for various hegemonic

operations.
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NOTES

! Inspired by Bakhtin’s study on carnival and theaept of the carnivalesque, | call Sethe’s act of
infanticide “dark maternal carnivalesque” to empbashe chaotic, violent, and grotesque subvensivde
of Sethe’s action and its literary representatispposed to the cheery, comical and satiric efféet are
usually associated with the carnival practice. Balhtin's Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poet{@929) and
Rablais and His Worl@1965) for carnival and its entry into literatae the carnivalesque. Morrison
skillfully plays with the idea of carnival iBeloved Sethe’s first social outing with Paul D after mamars
of isolation is at the carnival for colored peoptas right after their return from the carnivabt Beloved
appears, propped against a tree near Sethe’s Henage this moment on, it is as if Sethe has brotiggat
carnival home.

2 For the difference between antagonism and puigantsm, see Zizek’s “Beyond Discourse-Analysis” in
Laclau’'sNew Reflections on the Revolution of Our Titr@ndon: Verso, 1990. pp. 249 — 260.

% For a review oBeloveds criticism, see Barbara H. Solomon'’s “Introductido Critical Essays to Toni
Morrison’'sBeloved(1998) pp. 1- 36. See also Theni Morrison Society Bibliography: 2000 — 2006
compiled by Tom Snowdeithe Toni Morrison Society Bibliography: 2005 — 2066mpiled by Lynne
Simpson-Scott, andihe Toni Morrison Society Bibliography: 2008 — 2p&éampiled by Lynne Simpson.
All bibliography listings are available at www.tomdrrisonsociety.org.

* Representative studies of this type of criticisanyvin their sharpness and insistence on the ffole o
tradition and folklore in Morrison’s work. Barba@hristian’s “Fixing MethodologiedBeloved (1993) is a
well-known highly critical reaction to the usageWestern models of theoretical thought at the egpenf
African American cultural memory and belief systamframes for literary analysis. In relatiorBieloved
Christian claims that “the power of this novel aspacifically African American text is being bludte
(363) by the application of mainstream criticalodisrses. As a result, she proposes a readiBglof/ed
from the perspective of African cosmology that ilwes African beliefs in spirits and continuity thugh
acts of active remembering. Ultimately, such a irgatias the effect of turning the novel into angtrative
material for ethnography. Trudier Harriggction and Folklore: The Novels of Toni Morris¢h991) also
puts an emphasis on the African American folklaatee basis for most African American literaturet b
unlike Christian’s focus on pure African traditidméements, Harris argues for Morrison’s
reconceptualization and modification of folkloriements, even construction of folk-like motifs,har
fiction. Harris calls this “literary folklore” andommends this strategy for solving the problem with
warring genres. Marilyn Sanders MoblejFslk Roots and Mythic Wings in Sarah Orne Jewedt &oni
Morrison (1991) views Morrison as a cultural archivist wliecomes to her work with folklore. In her use
of folklore, Mobley argues, Morrison critiques Antan culture. Peter J. Capuano’s “Truth in Timber
Morrison’s Extension of Slave Narrative SongBieloved (2003) is close to Harris’'s approach to
Morrison’s treatment of folklore and more specifigaéhe slave song.

The attention to folklore and tradition in Africémerican literary criticism is, of course, closely
related with the idea of communal bonding and comityibuilding. As inBeloved the discussion of the
cultural function of the community as a protectanfi outside influence is always present. As a tethe
political is measured mainly along intercommunag$.

® This is not to discard the attempts of African Aimen literature by men, who also thought of,
conceptualized, and creatively explored combinatibstory-telling elements from various traditiohs,
create a stable and culturally safe literarily pretd

® Here one should think for a second about P. Tn@ats success in the sphere of entertainment. The
success of his circus, fairs, and exhibits depetatggly on the inclusion of black performers amattiger
things. P.T. Barnum'Struggles and Triumph4.869) is an excellent document that testifiethto
development and organization of profitable, wellrkeded events directly relatable to the culture of
spectacle in nineteenth century America. Barnunmddo have understood the social need for turning
spectacles into a profitable, booming business.ifMeomen, and children,” he writes, who cannot tive
gravity alone need something to satisfy their gayginter moods and hours, and he who ministess thi
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want is in a business established by the Authauofature” Struggles and Triumpt®7). There is

nothing disrespectful and degrading in this busirees] culture of spectacle because, in Barnumis,ldg

is already sanctioned by God in His acts of creatio
One of the most popular “ natural curiosity extibof Barnum’s shows was Joice Heth, an old

black woman of strange appearance, who “claimediet@eorge Washington’s mammy and told funny

stories from his childhood. Barnum describes indaisk his impression of Joice Heth from the dayitst

saw her as follows:
Joice Heth was certainly a remarkable curiosity sime looked far older than her age as
advertised. She was apparently in good health pinitiss but from age or disease, or both, was
unable to change her position; her left arm lapssther breast and she could not remove it; the
fingers of her left hand were drawn down so aslgéarclose it, and were fixed; the nails on that
hand were almost four inches long and extendedeahew wrist; the nails on her large toes had
grown to the thickness of a square inch; her heaslagvered with a thick bush of grey hair; but
she was toothless and totally blind, and her eye® wunk so deeply in the sockets as to have
disappeared altogether. Nevertheless she wasmkdagiable and would talk as long as people
would converse with her. She was quite garrulowsiaber protégé “little George,” at whose birth
she declared she was present, having been atribeatslave of Elizabeth Atwood, a half-sister of
Augustine Washington, the father of George Wasbimgfs nurse she put the first clothes on the
infant and she claimed to have “raised him.” Stafgased to be a member of the Baptist church,
talking much in her way on religious subjects, ahd sang a variety of ancient hymns. (38)
Joice Heth's freakish experience has somethirgpimmon with the crazy and awkward presence

of Morrison’s members of the black community, wihow up to witness Sethe’s spectacle. In a seneg, th

are still participants in schoolteacher’s catcHaaws spectacle and not in Sethe’s protest drama.

" In New Reflectiond_aclau introduces the terdislocationto refine his theory of hegemony and affirm
the conjoined psychoanalytic and poststructuraégt of his analysis. Dislocations for him mark the
encounter with the real and produce negative andiatic effects. At the same time, they may cordain
productive dimension too. They are traumatic astdugitive in the sense that “they threaten idesstiténd
are productive in the sense that they offer “thenftation on which new identities are constituteiee
p.39.

8 Technically Focault uses the term biopoliticseference to the mechanism of bio-power that modern
societies utilize to foster economic and sociakpasity. This includes the positing of the bodyas
machine by virtue of its integration into and wdtion in systems of efficient economic controltbe one
hand. On the other hand, the body was submitteddiological form of control that revolved aroursdues
of reproduction, sexuality, public health, longgvithus life became a political object of discussimound
which discussion of “rights” occurred. S€ke History of Sexualifyol.1, pp.135 — 159.

Since the black infanticidal mother uses the deéthe body as a way to manipulate the bio-
power regime of the system of slavery, she getslied in her maternal biopolitics to negate theéesta
program of “distributing the living in the domaiffiwalue and utility” (Foucault 144).

® Jean Watt'snaternal symboliés conceived as an alternative to Lacan’s patesymbolic. Its purpose is
to flout basic rules of normative discourse andauseéparation markers that usually give language the

perception of stability. But it appears that theyveuccess of the maternal symbolic as a criticategy is

determined by its irretrievable relation to thegpatl symbolic; otherwise, it would fail to make goint of
criticism.

1% See “Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation” §7.2@orrison considers it the writer’s duty to
provide places and spaces for reader participatibis. duty seeks to define literature as an intérac
communal process rather than a simple instancaltfral consumerism. It also heightens the politaoad
cultural experience in decision making with alldifficulties, nuances, and intricacies for consadien.

™ Interestingly enough, Ella, a woman with a histofyoncealed infanticide and a community activist,

also uses “sth” as a reaction to Stamp Paid’s mao save Sethe from Beloved. The history of”;sth
however, does not end there. Toni Morisson chot&is for the opening 08azz(1992), the novel that
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followed immediately afteBeloved(1987). Some critics afazzread “sth” as an informal attention getter
to dip the audience in the events of the novele@thsuch as O’Reilley, see “Sth” as a lexicorhef t
primal to illustrate the desire and loss for thelmo. See “In Search of My Mothers Garden, | Fohd
Own” p.377. Indeed such a reading remains quiterioging, but the fact remains that “sth” made its
literary journey fromBelovedto Jazz

127izek finds Laclau and Mouffe’s notion of antagemiextremely productive, but he thinks that in
adopting the post-structuralist term “subject-gositthey are regressing in what the notion of gntasm
is fully capable to offer. He advocates the Lacameam “subject” as being correlative to its owmiti
This idea helps to distinguish between antagonisrantagonistic fight, on the one hand, and th&eghd
experience of antagonism, or pure antagonism, ewttner. See Zizek's “Beyond Discorse-Analysis.”

31t could be also argued that in the economic cgéleld production, Seth-thuh reminds of rhythmic
elements that structure work songs with the sesghdble expressing the harshness of physical lakits
type of reading places the name in the contexhafleeady mixed, African American linguistics.

14 Interestingly, “sth” is also Ella’s initial reaoti to the news Stamp Paid brings to her that Sethds
help from Beloved’s menacing presence. When Etlersit'sth,” we learn, she is unmoved and thinks of
the rift between her and Sethe created after Baigg$s excessive feast in celebration of freedodh an
Sethe’s infanticide. In this context, Ella’s “stbdunds like a sarcastic confirmation of Sethe’sifaito
provide safety for her daughter. Sgeloved p. 218 — 219.

15 1n order to explain the function of black (re)dénd of signifiers, Gates distinguishes betweenwilnite
and black processes of making meaning. The tergmifgtation” applies to the standard English langgia
and follows closely the Saussurean concept ofitire Signification in this case stands for the
signified/signifier combination to reflect the reta between concept and sound-image. Gates dffers
following visual scheme to explain the famous sticadist idea about language:

signified concept
signification = =

signifier sound-image

To refer to the black vernacular, Gates uses time t8ignification” to explain the idea that theagbn of
semantics has been displaced and substituteddigtaon of rhetoric. The visual explanation for thack
vernacular looks like this:

rhetorical figures

Signification =
signifier

To Signify means to engage in rhetorical gamegheflorical figures are subsumed under the termifyig
and the black process of conducting such rhetomtaiventions is known as Signifyin(g). The powér
the black vernacular lies in “Signification.” It mstructs, to cite Gates, “a simultaneous, but reeat
parallel discursive (ontological, political) uniger[that] exists within the larger white discursirgverse”
and it marks that “the most poignant level of bladhite differences is that of meaning, of “signéton’

in the most literal sense. “Signification” beconaggowerful revisionist strategy of “significatioahd, by
implication, the white discursive universe. Whastisking here is Gates’s choice, to which he peafly
admits, to present the black vernacular term “Siggtiion” capital letter “S” and reserve the lowase for
“signification.” It reflects the reversal in powketween rhetoric and literality, and more imporgant
between black and white meaning. Based on the hasuhverbal argument that Gates constructs, wictor
is on the side of the black vernacular. In thistegt the name of Sethe, read as a signifier, sporeds
fully to the visual aspect of Gates’s argument @nification. Sethe is a metaphor for safety. B t
reversal in power that the rhetorical ploy bringthit, as the verbal part of the argument goegsdwt
take place immediately through that signifier, asrNson’s novel suggests. An additional, interrack
on black Signification takes place in order to doasa successful political operation on meaning.
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'8 This is not to say that such a reading is incartdistorically these are rightfully establishecwea
connections. The problem is that they seem to semargument that casts Sethe in the light of diTet
heroine rather than imagine her as a more comgiaracter.

In the absence of detailed official written recrthe personal narratives of former slaves spéak o
frustrating lacks and uncertainties of biographin&rmation pertaining to their lives. The two lyamost
representative texts for this phenomenon are FiddBouglass’dNarrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass, An American Slay&845) and Hariet Jacobdiscidents in the Life of a Slave G{d861).
Beloveds historical reconstruction of such frustratingmments and the mechanisms for coping with this
informationless trauma is quite elaborate. A simglamination of the characters’ names, old and meéllv,
prove this point.

18 |n his famous study on the novel, Bakhtin defipkssticity as a generic feature of the novel. Toeeh
Bakhtin writes, “has no canon of its own [...] ltagyenre that is ever questing, ever examiningf itsel
subjecting its established forms of review” (“Ejpied Novel” 39). In this sense, Morrison’s monologdie
Beloved is an extreme version of novelistic plagtibrought to the point where it endangers to daalize
the narrative aspect of the novel. This is plastiici its monstrous form.

9t is interesting that Rodrigues relies on a ndrieAn but again ethic terrmantra,to define the quality
of the female group exorcism. As he explamantrais a Sanskrit term used in ceremonies and ritoals
refer to the ineffable. His emphasis on ancientiethnd folkloric elements is much in line with how
thinks Belovedshould be perceived.

% Morrison expressed her artistic credo about aandloral literature in an interview the year before
Beloveds publication. See Christina Davis’s “An Intervievith Toni Morrison” (1986) reprinted in
Conversations With Toni Morrisaf1994), pp.230-232.

2 In a recent article, “From the Same Tree: Genddrleonography in Representations of Violence in
Beloved’ Sandy Alexandre reads the chokecherry tree ahe3eback “simultaneously as a woman'’s rape
tree and as a man’s lynching tree” (935-936). Atz insightful reading illustrates the complexitythe
tree image as it operates in white culture of skaemd segregation. In “ ‘Chokecherry Tree(s)’: Cytize
Modes of Metaphor in Toni MorrisonBeloveq” Heike Harting lists several meanings for theetre
metaphor. The tree is associated with the tredegfthe family tree, the pseudo-race scientifeetrand the
tree of lynching and mutilation. Despite the highmber of meanings derived from different contextd a

in different times, they all have the seal of whitdtural production.

22 An important clarification is needed here. Whenriémn uses the word “sound” to describe the agtivi
of the thirty women, she is being quite elusive.afomes out of the women'’s voices could be asingl
sound (phoneme) or a combination of sounds (sepb@iemes). It is my choice to restrict it to the
smallest vocal unit with a differential value adelvelop my argument. Besides, Morrison has already
explored the capacity of short combinations of stsysth, to disassemble and assemble meaning.

Z Critics agree that Beloved is extremely slipperydentify. This is a figure with wide refentialitfome

of the possible identities for Beloved are thatish®ethe’s killed daughter, Sethe’s mother, aisanof

the Middle Passage, an actual black woman who wpsly a white man for his pleasure, a represertati
of the sixty million that cannot speak, an extaris, or opportunist of some kind who makes high
demands. Critics read her as well as an expressiSathe’s guilt, a projection of repressed coilect
memory, or simply the return of the repressed.

Beloved gets the name “devil-child” after Edliad the other women in the community learn abeut h
impossible demands. Straight from the moment Bel@rgered Baby Suggs’s house, she exhibits signs of
a passionate African American folk consumer. Skedastories and both Sethe and Denver competein th
genre of story-telling to keep her attention. Shest to dance madly in the house when Denver pesvid
the music or becomes Beloved’s dancing partnerl@tes to sing and be sung at. This is how Sethe, a
one of Beloved’s musical performances, hears thg itat she invented for her children. She alsedo
all sorts of games and entertainment that DenverSathe provide for her. The extortions of her
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consumerist behavior become impossible when skatidms Sethe to leave her if she fails to deliveatw
Beloved wants. Ella classifies the situation as@stly activity which is to be tolerated within s but
when it becomes threatening, this cultural presemoeording to Ella, is “an invasionBéloved302). At
this stage, the threat is generated from withinAfreean American culture as an unbearably high dedh
for popular cultural performance. It is comparabl®errida’s pharmakon that can both kill or curbe
women’s vocal intervention will regulate decisivétys two-fold effect.

24 For full definition of kinetic orality, see Corn@fest’s “Black Culture and Postmodernism’Remaking
History, p. 93.
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CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSION

This study presents an argument about the pdlie&ing of African American
literature by women at two distinct periods ofraley and cultural prosperity associated
with the black people in America. The short stoirAngelina Weld Grimke, “The
Closing Door,” and the one-act dramas of her twmediate literary successors, Shirley
Graham withit's Morning and Georgia Douglas Johnson wiafe created between
1919 and 1940, belong to an era widely known ad\the Negro Renaissance, where
women writers, in the words of leading critic CHafall, “struggled to claim their own
voices” (9) amidst a strong male literary competitiand proved to explore the colored
women'’s “social and psychological meanings of tpeisitionality in ever increasing
depth” Women of the Harlem Renaissant®). Several decades later, in the 1980s, a
time of intense institutionalization of African Amean literature, Toni Morrison, with
her Pulitzer prize-winning novdBeloved continued the struggle for claiming black
women’s own voices and helped expand the terrivdtireir influence and the places
where they could be heard. In the words of JohnabuMorrison’s early fiction, and
especiallyBeloved gave us “the authorized Morrison” (119), a candtied position from
which to write and speak with power.

Grimke’s “The Closing Door,” Grahamlss Morning, Johnson’'sSafe and
Morrison’sBelovedreveal a strategy for these African American womweiters to build

their positions of power, put themselves in serattheir communities, and
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intervene in the African American literary politidy introducing the figure of the black
overprotective mother and a plot operating arotnedaict of maternal infanticide, Grimke,
Graham, Johnson, and Morrison managed to addregedning social and democratic
deficits related to the status and condition oflifaek people and their communities in
their times. To critique those social and democragficits, the four women writers
chose either to turn to black history and its migimatic dimension — slavery, the way
Graham and Morrison did, or to concentrate on thstrpainful racist practice of their
day — lynching, the way Grimke and Johnson preferre both historical contexts,
slavery and lynching, the figure of the black irfaidal mother serves to metaphorically
express the personal tragedies and communal hpsdsiturred by the operation of
dominant white discourses and their decisive impadhe organization of the system of
economic and social relations. Along with the espien of tragedy and hardship,
however, an explanation backed by an imposing numiberitics, some of which extend
this interpretive tragic line into a solid bodyw€timhood criticism to view maternal
infanticide as a sign of despair and communal faito produce desirable models for
black motherhood, there comes the possibility fdifierent kind of interpretation that
foregrounds the political dividends to be extradtedn an otherwise indeed tragic and
painful event. Far from being just a victim of tiagircumstances and an illustration of
erratic and desperate behavior under extreme pesdbe infanticidal black mother
proves to be a viable instrument for stimulatimgthe long run, black communal politics
of unity and integration.

If we take into consideration the second linexa$tng criticism on the black

infanticidal mother, we notice the tendency to atevxhe importance of this literary
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figure to the status of a mythic heroine or a beaf@ncient feminine powers, who
defends ruthlessly her maternal position, takirgghighest risk possible — the murder of
her children — in order to protect them from suffgrand humiliation. Although similar
readings grant agency to the infanticidal mothet @ast her in the role of a fierce
protector who knows the price of sacrifice, thetenfborrow from the pompous and
inflated rhetoric of the ancient heroic narratigeassess the maternal action in a dignified
manner. Under this scenario, the infanticidal motimampions the cause for a long-
sought acknowledgement of black maternal rightslenhaternal agency is
contextualized both as a victorious intracommunmnal iatercommunal move. Maternal
agency, put in this context, fails to see the tesulestructuring the intracommunal
political space provoked by the act of infanticide.

Based on Ernesto Laclau’s theory of hegemony amaheipation, the
restructuring of the intracommunal space as palitt@comes possible with the
introduction of the empty signifiexafety The black mothers in Grimke’s “The Closing
Door,” Graham’dt’'s Morning, Johnson’sSafe and Morrison’Belovedkill their
children in a most spectacular way, sending thergssions of horror and dismay
across the black communal social fabric, and imgghat they acted in the best interest
of their children by providing them with safety finathe oppressive regime of slavery and
the degrading practice of lynching.

Through the acts of infanticide, the mothers disalated the accepted meaning
of safety under the established systems of sonthkegonomic arrangement and argued
for a new meaning of safety that places upfronintlagernal ambition to intervene as

political subjects in the restructuring of the sbapace.
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In the four cases which this study examines, indate, executed as a form of
dark carnivalesque, manages automatically to att@omunal attention and raise the
guestion of safety in the public space. From a matgerspective, the question of safety
is first introduced as a nonverbal element in astehree intersecting discourses — on
safety, motherhood, and freedom — and later becamesbal addition to these as well to
propose the maternal revision of the meaning atgailhe only exception to this
sequential action-verbal model of maternal sulijeattion is Grimke’s “The Closing
Door,” where the black mother delivers her politispeech on safety first, and then
implements the act of infanticide.

In the texts, representatives of the black comtyguhscuss the state of
emergency that affects the black infanticidal mofirér to the perpetration of her
homicidal act, and thus, confront the macabre pfahe signifiersafetythat at first
leaves them speechless and in shock (Johnson amd@y, only to return to the question
of safety shortly after the gruesome act of infade (Grimke), or years later (Morrison),
to exploresafetyas an emancipatory and hegemonic signifier inisef the black
communal project of self-defined and intracommunedgrated existence.

If Grimke, Graham, and Johnson succeed in pogitiptihe moment of
undecidability in the black community with the issof infanticide and the maternal
explanation for it, Morrison, undoubtedly, goes day the moment of undecidability to
offer a consensual, non-divisive option for the nieg of the empty signifiesafety

To replace the old, compromised interpretationsadéty operating in the black
community — safety as corporeal love and unityetyads a journey to the free states up

North, or safety as protection in death — Morriptaces her cultural and intellectual bet
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on the power of the sound that breaks the backoofisv As a unified but unspecified
sound produced by thirty women, it both disassemiards by virtue of its lack of
specificity, and at the same time is safe in ifgesentation, because it remains non-
structured and non-contrasted. It hegemonizes ¢fradack of contrast, which referred
to the racialized contrast of black and white ense, promises to eliminate its
oppressing status quo. Thus, it makes the sigraéitatythe expression of the black
social imaginary — the horizon, to use Laclau’'sntethat would give the black
community the sense of wholeness and completion.

Initially framed as a question of motherhood, idseie of safety crosses the line of
the maternal discourse and spills over into a epadcial discourse that tackles the issue
of self-definition and cultural independence. Astud the black independence cultural
discourse, Grimke, Graham, Johnson, and Morrisawiigte to the black literary theories
of their day, and sometimes even boost and projpeseown views and activities to
strengthen the safety net of black cultural phiptses and literary theories which aim to
ensure the growth of specifiable African Americaerature and culture. Grimke’s work
for propaganda magazines, Graham'’s position-ofeaiiyhstance, and Johnson'’s literary
salon,The Saturday Nightersll offered a safe continuation of essential atpef Du
Bois’s “art as propaganda” thesis and Locke’s “fdtekma.” Morrison, on the other hand,
as a representative of a later and more maturd tveAfrican American literature but
nevertheless just as sharply politicized as the Negro Renaissance, creatgelovedas
a piece of literature that could be read both &itd against Gates’s vernacular theory,
insisting on the signifiesafetyas an integral part of black communal life andtsl. As

a person with a high-profiled presence in Ameridacational institutions, Morrison
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develops a substantial body of nonfiction that imeg a safe theoretical space for the
conceptualization of African American literaturgea if it displays some openly
essentialist characteristics.

Overall, this study concludes, the signifsafetyfunctions as a key political
signifier in Angelina Weld Grimke’s short story, & Closing Door,” Shirley Graham
and Georgia Douglas Johnson’s one-act draftiadflorning andSafe and last but not
least, in Toni Morrison’s novdeloved It is also this very same political signifier tha
marks their social activism and extra-literary ates in favor of the flourishing of

African American literature.
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