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Since the antebellum period, the fugitive has been one of the most consistent
figures in African American literature. My dissertation explores the descendants of this
figure, focusing on representations of black fugitive that have emerged in late post-civil
rights literature by African American authors. | respond to recent debates about the
usefulness of distinguishing African American literature as a category separate from
American literature in the post civil rights era by examining literary texts in which the
authors address their own difficulties articulating contemporary African American
identity through inherited literary forms. Each of my authors, | argue, creates a fugitive
writer-protagonist who, unable to produce a racial identity narrative to suit his or her
experience, abandons traditional literary genres and reading practices—such as the
written poem, slave narrative, autobiography, bildungsroman, and academic literary
criticism—in favor of performance, interactive reading, speculative autobiography, and
hybrid forms of scholarship. I maintain, ultimately, that the late twentieth century
insistence that “race is socially constructed” is activated through experiments with
literary form and interactive reading practices appropriate for our time.

In chapter one, | examine Phyllis Alesia Perry’s novel, Stigmata, in which she

presents the novel of slavery as a limited form for representing contemporary African



American identity. Instead, Perry argues that Aini@mericans should rely on more
interactive forms of representation that focustenduty to the future rather than the
losses of the past. In chapter two, | focus on Baalkty’'sThe White Boy Shuffl&he

novel suggests that the interactive spoken wonah femables the collective articulation of
racial grievance while validating individual racrarratives, which challenge ideas about
race sedimented in the history of conventionatditg forms. In chapter three, | turn to
GloriaNaylor’'s autobiographical novel996 Naylor resists realism as a method for
representing contemporary black life. Instead,®b®@tions herself as the central figure in
a speculative novel about race in America in otdetraw attention to the ways black
people are literally and literarily policebh the concluding chapter, | analyze innovative
texts produced by Henry Louis Gates, Saidiya Hamtarad Carla Peterson illustrate that
African American literary scholars also strugglditm a form to represent African

American history and identity in the twenty firgntury.
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Introduction: Fugitive Figures and Fugitive Forms
“Steal away, steal away, steal away to Jesus.
Steal away, steal away home
| ain’t got long to stay here.”
--African American Spiritual

“Centuries down the line, the problem is how to @xpthe way by which ‘race’
translates into cultural self-production, at thensatime that it is evidently imposed by
agencies (agentification) that come to rest inghblic/administrative sphere, or what
we understand as such. The provocation is to gitasgelf-reflexivity, which is
presumptively ‘private’ and ‘mirte(Spillers 381).
--Hortense Spillers “’All the Things You Could Bg blow If Sigmund Freud’s Wife
Was Your Mother’: Race and Psychoanalysis.”

“Through all the sorrow of the Sorrow Songs thaesathes a hope—a faith in the
ultimate justice of things,” writes W. E.B. Du Barsthe concluding essay ®he Souls
of Black Folkq162). In “Steal Away to Jesus,” an exemplar @f fitrm, the hope for
freedom and justice is embodied in the fugitivaifgywho “steals away” to a “home”
outside of the plantation economy, a psychic sgagrfied by Jesus. Thus, the song
suggests that the “gifts of the spirit” that Du Baitributes to black culture are embodied
in the figure of the fugitive—the one who dare®fgpression (162). The fugitive is one
of the most familiar figures in the African Americéterary tradition. The prominence of
this trope indicates its importance. In “Imagin&scapes,” | analyze fugitive figures that
emerge in late post-civil rights African Americatetature in an attempt to understand

the continuities and discontinuities between posat-gghts African American literature

and the literary traditions that preceded it.

1 Steal Away to Jesus was one of many songs used by enslaved Americans as a code for subversive
action. The song is frequently attributed to Nat Turner who is said to have used it to call his followers
to strategy meetings in preparation for the 1831 rebellion he led in Virginia. For more on this, see
Dwight Hopkins’ essay, “Theological Method and Cultural Studies: Slave Religious Culture as a
Heuristic” found in Changing conversations: religious reflection & cultural analysis (1996).



Even a cursory review of African American lettezgeals that the fugitive of the
sorrow songs has had a long afterlife. Indeed, difficult to identify a work of African
American literature that does not contain a fugitigure, meant here a character who
embarks on an illicit journey with the hope that ler migrations will enable escape
from state sanctioned social confinement. Duriregantebellum period, authors of slave
narratives traced the fugitive’s flight from southehattel slavery to debilitating social
restriction in the North. During the post-bellumay®, the philosophy of racial uplift,
characterized by the efforts of exceptional Afridemericans to move members of the
race out of poverty through education and sociatimaundergirded much of the
literature. Although the African American intelleels at the forefront of the uplift
movement represent the antithesis of fugitivesfulgéive figure lives on in novels like
Charles Chestnut'she House Behind the Cedars (190®uline HopkinsHagar’s
Daughter (1901-19029nd James Weldon JohnsoAstobiography of an Ex-Colored
Man (1912). These novels feature African American ggonists whose complexions
allow them to “pass” as white. Passing novels damirthe efforts of fugitive
protagonists to escape the stigma of blacknessdhrthe performance of whiteness.

After the First World War, the New Negro Renaissaaffered variations on the
theme of the fugitive who “passes” yet fails trtyescape the crippling oppression of
Jim Crow racism. Protagonists in passing novell siscJesse FausePfum Bun (1928)
Nella Larsen’®Passing (1929)and George Schuyleri&lack No More (1931attempt to
escape oppression by slipping into whiteness. Veéraeso suggest flight to foreign lands
as a reprieve from the racism of the color linethie years following the Second World

War, social realist literature in the 1940’s andd@mmist literature in the 1950's each



provided their own versions of fugitives who ruarfr the law in search of unencumbered
personhood. During the Civil Rights Movement, AfmcAmericans united in public
support of fugitive figures like Malcolm X and ArnlgeDavis and voraciously consumed
their autobiographies.

As in the earlier periods, the fugitive figure appefrequently in post-civil rights
literature. African American authors have produned-slave narratives that re-imagine
the lives of fugitive slaves since the late 196013e authors who participated in the
Black Women'’s Literary Renaissance in the 1970t H980’'s represent African
American women as fugitive figures who, succesgfalid unsuccessfully, flee from the
limitations imposed by both racial and gender stgq@es. In “Imaginary Escapes” |
focus on fugitive figures that materialize durihg tate 1990'’s, in the shadow of debates
about canon formation and literary theory sparkgthie publication ofhe Norton
Anthology of African American Literatune 1997. The fugitive figures in this study flee
from the restrictions that canonization and thessegioent commaodification of African
American literature present. The texts | studysiitate that the fugitive continues to serve
as a symbol for African American resistance agasnostal restriction and stands as a
unifying figure in the African American literaryatdition.

Recent critical studies that question the continesddtence of African American
literature as a category separate from Americanaliitire have created an urgent need for
this study. In particular, works such as Claudige'B2Psychoanalysis and Black Novels
Madhu Dubey’'sSigns and CitiesGene Jarrett’'®eans and Truantand Kenneth
Warren'sWhat Was African American LiteraturePaw attention to the need to consider

exactly what constitutes African American literaudnoth historically and in the



contemporary moment. | contend that we must loakédblack fugitive figure as a
unifying force and spiritual embodiment of AfricAmerican literary traditions.
Contemporary African American writers deploy fuggtifigures as symbols of their
connection to the literary tradition of resistanEgen authors such as Paul Beatty who
contest racial definition and literary categoriaatrely on the fugitive figure as a
representative of the black author. The post-cights writers studied here employ
fugitive figures as proxies to dramatize their awanipulations of canonical literary
forms in order to articulate the subtleties of Aém American identity in the post-civil
rights period.

In order to make clear the connections betweets taxhe African American
tradition that for historical reasons appear sted#nt, | focus on literary works that fall
into the category of “life writing.” Each text stied here is, to some extent,
autobiographical. Phyllis PerryStigmata(1998)and Paul Beatty'$he White Boy
Shuffle(1996) arebildungsromansa form noted for containing autobiographical
elements. In the final two chapters, | argue thati& Naylor's1996(2005), Saidiya
Hartman’sLose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic 8I&outg2007), Henry
Louis Gatesln Search of Our Roots: How Nineteen Extraordinafgican Americans
Reclaimed Their Pas{2008), and Carla Petersomtack Gotham: A Family History of
African Americans in Nineteenth-Century New Yoty (2011) function as
autobiographical texts. As such, my analysis plélcesvays in which the authors
embrace and resist the most foundational AfricareAcan autobiographical form—the
slave narrative—in stark relief. In these texts éluthors thematize their own difficulties

articulating contemporary African American identityough inherited literary forms.



Each writer creates a fugitive protagonist who,hl@&o produce a racial identity
narrative that suits his or her experience, abamtiaditional literary genres and reading
practices—the written poem, trauma narratives,@agyaphy and academic literary
criticism—in favor of performance, interactive réagl speculative autobiography, and
alternative forms of scholarship. Fugitive protaigtsirepresent the author’s own
negotiations of racial identity in the post-civgnts period while connecting the authors
to the most foundational aspects of the African Aoam literary tradition.

The fugitive practice of leaving the racial coligetin order to construct an
identity that is paradoxically racial and individiydays out in the familial plot of each
text | study. At the level of action, the fugitigedesire for freedom is always a response
to a genealogical-historical narrative marred layitna or debilitating absences. These
elements of the storyline signal the author’s aptesnto negotiate his/her own place in
African American literary history. Ultimately, tifamily represented in each text
signifies the African American literary traditiotself. Just as young adults must step
away from their families in order to create theiamoidentities, the authors in this study
use their texts to play out their own coming-of-agecesses in which they depart from
conventional literary forms and collective identigrratives in order to forge their own
particular racial identities. In doing so, theyttiemselves ever closer to the African
American tradition of reconfiguring traditionalditary forms as a method of rebellion
against stereotypes.

My readings suggest that each protagonist usegakespaces to develop,
maintain, and give voice to selves that exceedabial identities sanctioned by both the

state and literary tradition. | call these spadaslbimaginaries. The black imaginary is



an interstitial space to which fugitives escapephblic gaze and construct their “selves”
with only strategic influence from outside forcgs here that they can choose which
components of the publically-established raciahtdg suit them rather than accepting
conventional racial understandings wholesale. Tif¢ enacted by the fugitive figures
represents a move away from empty, corporatizeckbtientity and racial discourse
toward more meaningful individualized articulatiarfdlack identity.

The black imaginary spaces that | identify are espntations of African
American literature. Each author creates a fugtiagative by manipulating literary
forms to signal his/her own desire to escape canwea literary spaces. Phyllis Alesia
Perry offers a quilted novel in lieu of a neo-slaaerative inStigmata Paul Beatty
transforms his novel into a stage for poetic pentamce inThe White Boy ShuffleGloria
Naylor writes herself into a speculative novel wi#b6,and the literary critics studied in
the final chapter reconstruct African Americanrbte criticism through alternative
approaches to the representation of African Amartdatory.

The Black Interior

The work of W.E.B. Du Bois provides insight inteethuthors’ depictions of
textual spaces as a means of further developingl ansciousness. In Du Bois’
estimation, the black psyche is dominated by theety of understanding the self in
relation to the other and as an entity subjedhéoather’s approval or disapproval. In
“Of Our Spiritual Strivings,” Du Bois describes Adan American existence as a life
lived in “a world which yields him no true self-ceziousness, but only lets him see
himself through the revelation of the other wor{d1). Despite these anxieties, Du Bois

emphasizes the advantages that double conscioysmasdes African Americans and



the nation state. He understands African Amedaard black culture as a necessary
counterweight to capitalism, the “sole oasis ofg@arfaith and reverence in the dusty
desert of dollars and smartness” (16). This tenbietween the advantages and
disadvantages of racial dualism plays out in thelps of the fugitive figures | follow.

At the plot level, contemporary fugitive protagdsigesist crippling self-consciousness
and social restriction resulting from stereotypéslevattesting to the special insight that
“twoness” enables. Through their representatidres authors studied here demonstrate
both the difficulty and the necessity of maintagoiouble consciousness in an integrated
society. Black imaginary spaces enable fugitivelseiber manage the blessing and curse
embodied in double consciousness.

Ultimately, racial duality is portrayed as a souofestrength for fugitive figures.
Withdrawal into black imaginary spaces providesritehelter from the defining gaze
while functioning as a vantage point for the assest and rejection of policing
narratives. For example, Gloria Naylor writes acspetive novel about a character
named Gloria Naylor who must hide in the stackbi@Brooklyn Public Library in order
to escape the gaze of the National Security Ageinciaylor’s novel, writing can only
be productive when it happens in a secluded spaag ftom the prying eyes of the state,
that is, from behind the veil. Her experience ahijegacially profiled and targeted by the
government positions her to pen a critique of goment corruption. In the words of the
author/protagonist, she has a heightened awareh#ss activities of the government
“because she is African American” (“Under the Wéititye of the Government”).
Although her character is singled out becausea#,rshe is in fact empowered by her

experience of race to fight against those who wanat her unfairly. Her “twoness” is



her greatest weapon, which she can only accese iblack imaginary space. In Naylor’'s
novel about recuperating writing from those whohntis appropriate it for their own
designs, writing is safe only in the black imagingpace.

Retreat into the black imaginary enables th&iftegto develop an identity that
is, paradoxically, both racial and individual. Horse Spiller explains in her seminal
essay, “All the Things You Could Be By Now If SignduFreud’s Wife Was Your
Mother: Race and Psychoanalysis,” that racial itlenainnot be private because race
itself is a social construction achieved througbligunegotiation. The characteristics of
race are either public knowledge, or a secret tdilaglged to exclusive groups of people.
In either case, race must be a shared experieraréén to be valid. The black imaginary
spaces analyzed here, however, provide fugitivéls avloophole within society to craft
an identity narrative that strategically includesl aejects components of racial identity
imposed by the mainstream.

In the same essay, Spillers offers an analysiscthéfies the purpose of the black
imaginary space. As | understand it, the blackgimary enables the position that
Spillers identifies as “the one who counts.” Shplaxs that the black “individual”
always operates as a “synecdoche for the masselsgrithan as an independent entity
(395). That is to say, the single black body iofassumed to represent all black people.
Spillers contrasts this representative black “irdinal” with “the one who counts,” who
represents both a position in discourse and thakspg subject. Unlike the individual,
“the one who counts” can create the discourse tiravhich he/she is understood. The

fugitive, then, runs to a space where he/she ctntbt his/her story and fashion the



interpretative apparatus for the story. The fugsivn the texts that | study emerge from
black imaginary spaces as “the ones who count.”

The fugitive protagonists’ flight away from the l=ative and into black spaces of
their own creation represents the authors’ desigssume and adapt certain elements of
popular racial narratives without surrendering @imstream appropriations. The black
imaginary proves the psychic space where, as nongegpigraph explains, one can
determine what is “mine.” As such, it functionsaaetreat from popular projections of
black identity and enables fugitives to decide \wretements of racial identity they wish
to accept or reject. Authors use these individoalfigurations of racial identity to
represent new iterations of black culture in aetycihat perpetuates stereotypical images
of blacks.

My understanding of black imaginary spaces is dyuflormed by the work of
Elizabeth Alexander and Robin Kelley. In “Toware tBlack Interior” published in her
bookBlack Interior(2004), Elizabeth Alexander detects an “inner spaavhich black
artists have found selves that go far, far beybtedimited expectations and definitions
of what the black “I” isn’'t or should be” (5). Aleaxder’s “interior,” the space from
which black creative energies originate, resemtiedlack imaginary space because it
enables artists to exceed the “limited expectatiohblack identity by turning inward. In
Freedom Dreamg§2003), Robin Kelley similarly identifies dreanideas spawned in the
imaginations of black radicals, that have resuitegbolitical engagement” and served as
“incubators for new knowledge” (8). Although thesrge as collective imaginaries, the
dreams that Kelley identifies invite African Amaeaits to find freedom outside of socially

constructed limitations just like the black imaginapaces | examine. The authors in



guestion draw attention to their own negotiatiohsacial identity by telling stories about
fugitives who use black imaginary spaces to imaggmnéual spaces that exist outside of
racial stereotypes yet maintain an affiliation withckness.

Ultimately, fugitives seek spaces to configure cosng racial identities that
strategically adopt certain aspects of stereotypamaal identities and combine them with
the quotidian experience of black life. All of ttexts studied here document the escape
of an African American protagonist to a psychidaick imaginary space where he or she
can create a self without interference from out$mlees. Fugitive protagonists turn
inward to construct individualized racial ident#tithat have origins inside rather than
outside the black body. Even as the authors stutbee portray African American
literature and literary criticism as a means ofoepcing the politically-informed
regulation of the black body and perpetuating stigpcal paradigms for understanding
black identity, they turn to the most consistemhbyl of the African American search for
freedom, the fugitive, to articulate their dissiitsion with literary tradition. By doing
so, they connect to the tradition by rejectingstereotypes and strictures it perpetuates.

Black Narrative

In particular, fugitive figures represent authoresistance to standards
established by the canonization and corporatizaifokfrican American literature. My
readings illustrate that each text | study ideasifihe influence of the slave narrative as
that which makes it difficult for the protagonistfashion a “self” that is simultaneously
individualized and “racial,” where “racial” emergiEem the public collective compact
that determines its meaning from its immediate exint As the foundation of African

American literature, the slave narrative servethasnaster narrative of racial inequality

10



to which African American writers and critics musepeatedly respond. In his essay,
“Talking Black: Critical Signs of the Times,” Henbpuis Gates explains that “Few
literary traditions have begun with such a com@ag curious relation to criticism:
allegations of an absence led directly to a presemditerature often inextricably bound
in dialogue with its harshest critics” (Gates 245R)is resistance to master narratives has
resulted in a set of what | call “master countemat@ves,” narratives that revolve around
stereotypical responses to oppression. Despitedhghasis on black lives, these stories
rehearse oppressive conditions and thereby anthifypower of the master narratives
they seek to subvert, short-circuiting attemptsrtagine a racially affiliated “self”
outside of historically entrenched racial discourse

Moreover, as Claudia Tate, Gene Jarrett and Keniettnen have observed, the
African American literary critical enterprise cldgguards the boundaries of this
tradition, thereby ensuring the continued existasfamaster counter narratives. In
Psychoanalysis and Black Noveldaudia Tate explains that black authors must eynpl
racial protocols, “explicit, public, racial identétions, lest their literature be
marginalized” (10). Tate’s term proves usefutiescribe those seemingly immovable
literary conventions that inhere in African Amendgerature such as images of a unified
black community, explicit connections between stg\and the quotidian experiences of
African American life, and the emphasis on realeamd authenticating documents. In
Deans and Truanjslarrett goes as far as to identify “deans” efttladition, mammoth
figures in the African American literary criticah&rprise entrusted with the power to
dictate literary standards and thereby perpetuateaypical plot lines and tropes (1). In

What Was African American Literature®arren asserts that the conventionality of

11



African American criticism perpetuates dated mod@isinderstanding literature written
by African Americans (18) The fugitive figures thatudy support the findings of Tate,
Jarrett and Warren. Fugitive protagonists turrataifiar literary forms to craft their
identities only to find that these forms confineitmarrative possibilities. In response,
they reconfigure their texts in order to accommedhée contemporary black “self.” The
resistance of the fugitive protagonist represdmsdiesire of black authors to explode the
boundaries of African American literature.

My fugitive authors’ representations of escape dére both departure from the
discourse associated with the fugitive slave nameand continuation of the resistance
that the authors of the first fugitive slave nawes orchestrated. The racial protocols that
Claudia Tate describes have their origins in steugatives that were designed to
showcase black submission and black humanity. Tigevabolitionists who orchestrated
the construction of the slave narratives were gdytéghe first “deans” of the tradition, as
Jarrett defines the term, since they edited blatkared texts and wrote authenticating
prefatory materials. Yet, the earliest African Aroan authors were not fully complicit
with abolitionists. Instead, they manipulated gle@res and language available to them
as a method of resistance.Self Discovery and African American Narrati%alerie
Smith explains that African American slave narraterote in order to gain some form
of power over their oppressors (2). Similarly, pasil rights fugitive takes up the cause
of pre-emancipation black authors by resistingréstrictions that inhere in their literary
tradition. This goal does not contradict the emghas the distance between past and

present that authors like Paul Beatty and Phyllesi Perry insist upon. Instead, the
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flight of the fugitive represents the desire to md#fe past a tool to negotiate the future.
The post-civil rights fugitive moves closer to fineedom that the fugitive slave desired.

While the authors in question take up the caushefugitive slave, they also
seek to diversify the collective narrative so thaan accommodate black identity in the
post-civil rights era. My readings of the post-tnghts era fugitive’s escape as one that
enables a connection to both a racial past andtigentity future are informed by
scholars associated with the Afrofuturist movemaidndra Nelson claimed the title
“Afrofuturism” for the online community she formeéa 1998. She defines it as a space
for “African American voices with other storiesttgdl about culture, technology and
things to come” (9). The key phrase, “other stoteetell,” contrasts the Afrofuturist
stories infused with “sci-fi imagery, futurist thes) and technological innovation in the
African Diaspora” with the well-trodden counter rreasarratives (Nelson 9). |
understand the fugitive figures in late post-cnights literature as products of the
Afrofuturist movement because they represent thaduical process of seeking racial
identity while positioning the “self” outside ofétboundaries of traditional racial
discourse. Each of the fugitive figures | studyistson tethering his or her racial identity
to the historical experience of blackness. Simeltausly, however, these figures resist
oppressive identity constructions that portray blaentity as excessively material.

The difficulties that the African American liteyatradition presents for black
authors are compounded by the complexities of putttre in the digital age. Madhu
Dubey’s insight into both the obstacles presenteprimt literature and the haunting
presence of essentialism in postmodern African Acaerliterature has led me to ponder

the inflexibility of literary forms in contemporaidfrican American literature. Dubey’s
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book,Signs and Citie§2003), marks the skepticism demonstrated by podém
theorists towards print literature. It providesedadled analysis of the representation of
literary value in African American literature bymaring tropes of the “book-within-a-
book” in postmodern African American literature.eTauthor examines print literature’s
failure to deliver on its utopian promises for &A&fin Americans and opines that
postmodern African American authors distrust litera as a representative medium (15).
My study complements hers in that | highlight pgataists who flee from essentialist
identities articulated by African American litereg¢u Fugitive protagonists escape to
black imaginary spaces that enable them to cortstrdependent racial identities that
strategically appropriate selective componentfiefAfrican American historical
narrative while discarding others.

Like Dubey, | begin my study in the late 1990'$yistorical moment rife with
confusion and disappointment about the significatialue of race. My readings suggest
that while the digital age has enabled unprecedarigresentational freedoms via the
internet, it has also highlighted issues concerttegcorporatization of black culture to
which the texts studied here respond. In cyberspahaic affiliation functions according
to choices made by the user rather than by appea@arbloodlines associated with the
body. Cyber-citizens have the power to choose huhta what extent they want to
ethnically identify their avatars and voices. Ie thiorld that N. Katherine Hayles
describes itMy Mother Was A Computereality is a precarious mixture of computation
and human intention. In such a climate, citizensa#ose how to represent themselves,
and how to develop their unique racial narrativeerieracial stereotypes identified by

earlier generations as oppressive must now be &ealon a case-by-case basis. As
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Mark B.N. Hansen argues Bodies in Codesome stereotypical images may be
redeemed in the digital age since digital spacestion as a forum to invest the raced
image with affect (172). Thus digital spaces en&@tecan Americans to make
stereotypical images meaningful by selectivelgading from all or part of these
images. Cyberspace offers African Americans th@dpinity to personalize
components of the collective racial narrative.

Despite the freedoms that cyberspace appearsnutpércontains the same
difficulties of any representational medium. Asd.Makumura demonstrates in
Cybertypescomputation does not lessen the destructive itngdastereotypes, which she
calls “cybertypes.” Instead, stereotypes are afteaggerated in cyberspace so that they
might “stabilize a sense of white self and identitseatened by the...fluidity” of the
digital era (5). Despite Mark B.N. Hansen’s opmi essentialism will emerge when
racial identity is reduced to iconographic displays matter how personalized. Further,
when symbols of black cultural identity are sepaatdtom black history and experience,
they have the potential to be appropriated in wagsdilute the value of black culture.
Indeed, as cultural critic Toure™ observe$\iho’s Afraid of Post-Blacknes$2012)
“African American culture is the ‘lingua franca’ tfe nation. Blackness is both product
and property of the nation and as ubiquitous a8tks” (41). The post-civil rights
fugitive figure arises from this historical momaevtten it is difficult to distinguish black
culture from mainstream culture, and, hence thécAfr American critics, as illustrated
by Claudia Tate, Gene Jarrett and Kenneth Warm@icepthe boundaries of blackness.

Toure’s observation facilitates my argument alzoshift within African

American literature from a tradition unified by @ancern for justice for African
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Americans to one unified by a concern for blagettom. While African American
literature produced before emancipation and dutheglim Crow period sought to
advocate that African Americans receive just treathunder the law, African American
literature of the digital age attempts to achieue freedom from stereotypes and other
oppressive renderings of collective black identglitical theorist Richard Rorty
describes this type of freedom as the need to ‘dundown words” to “speak the
language of the tribe” (xiv). African American aatk use fugitive protagonists as
illustrations of their own desires to be both fesmugh to speak about their own
individuality while still maintaining their connaon to a black culture that can be
distinguished from American culture. The fugitivgure represents the freedom both to
be black and to determine what blackness meansaseby case basis.

In opposition to critics who suggest that blackurd cannot be distinguished in
meaningful ways from American culture, | argue tiat persistence of the fugitive
figure serves as evidence of the continued existeha coherent African American
literary tradition despite the success of integratHortense Spiller warns in her essay,
“The Idea of Black Culture,” the recent move ofdia&ulture from margin to center has
made black culture too central to offer a countrative. Thus, she theorizes that we
must find something “like black culture” to occugyosition of critique (26). Yet, the
fugitive who flees in search of freedom always ques the position of critique that
Spillers seeks to protect. African American culta® Du Bois reminds us, is a culture
defined by a persistent striving for a more justisty. He explains,

“Actively we have woven ourselves into the very prand woof of this

nation...generation after generation have pleade aviteadstrong, careless people to
despise not Justice, Mercy and Truth, lest theondie smitten with curse...Is not this

16



work and striving? Would America have been Amewitthout her Negro people?” (162-
163).

In Du Bois’ estimation, resistance to injusticeéhie key component of African American
culture. With his final question, he situates tHeagan American struggle at the heart of
the national personality. He describes this streiggl the “active” and “headstrong”
pursuit of justice rather than a stagnant or passilture that might be assimilated into
the body politic. This “work and striving,” or bleculture, is defined by its commitment
to critique mainstream American culture. Thus,ftigitive emerges as the most
appropriate representative of the African Ameriligmary tradition since the black
fugitive always occupies an aspirational positi@ven in the post-civil rights era the
black fugitive escapes oppressive spaces in sehfcbedom, an ever-shifting goal.
Hence, literature written from the black fugitivggerspective always inhabits the
position of critique because the fugitive by his/tery nature resists oppression.

Origins of the Tradition
Consideration of the texts written by Harrietalag, Harriet Wilson and Martin

Delany suggests that the fugitive figures and fugiforms that appear in twentieth and
twenty first century African American texts folloavtradition established by nineteenth-
century black authors. For example, Martin DelafBfake; or the Huts of America
(1859-61) contains a fugitive protagonist who jay® from plantation to plantation in

the south planning a slave insurrection. DelanyesBlake’s speech in standard English
rather than the illegible dialect that he uses wh#hother enslaved characters thereby
drawing attention to his intelligence and aggresswiich contrasts with the stereotypical
images of enslaved men perpetuated by texts suidaragtt Beecher Stoweldncle

Tom’s Cabin
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Undaunted by his failure to secure a publisheternovel, Delany published
Blakeas a serial novel in African American publishirenues, first in thénglo-African
Magazinein 1859 and then in th&eekly Anglo-Africaim 1861. Publishing in the black
press gave Delany the freedom to construct a maepcal text than he might have
otherwise since he did not have to concern hinvgilif the sensibilities of a white
audience. Like Gloria Naylor, Delany constructsafiernate universe that toes the line
between reality and impossibility in order to drattention to the unjust nature of the
laws that constrain the black body. Written in msge to the fugitive slave laws of the
1850’s, Delany’s novel unfolds as a fugitive ploat, in keeping with the serial form, is
highly episodic and fragmented. Blake travelsaasiorth as Canada and as far south as
Cuba, as well as to Africa to foment insurrectiomag peoples of the African diaspora,
suggesting that his desire for freedom transcerdgrgphic and chronological
boundaries. He operates under the utmost seagdyis often invisible to those who
wish to place him under surveillance, leaving dhly faintest traces of his operations.
The mythical “fugitive slave” remains impossibledapture. Thus, Delany uses both a
fugitive figure and fugitive form to circumvent arhospitable literary marketplace, and
challenge stereotypes and unjust laws.

Harriet Wilson’s autobiographical nov€@ur Nig (1859), also features a fugitive
protagonist. Her protagonist, Frado, first casa &sgitive figure when her mother
abandons her and “sells” her into indentured sedeitas a child. The family who
purchases her mistreats her and almost reduceés kkewve status. When her contract
expires, Frado again becomes a fugitive after shees the family as an act of resistance,

is impoverished because of lack of work, and finadarries a fugitive slave who turns
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out to be an imposter. Although an autobiograpiyson writesOur Nigin the third
person and changes her name. Thus, she maniptiiatBsm of the novel to construct a
clear boundary between her lived life and her t@btepresentation of it. Wilson provides
a fugitive figure that draws attention to a banalible class of African Americans, free
black working women, and uses a fugitive form, atobiography written in the third
person, in an effort to support herself and helddby publishing a narrative, without
completely surrendering her private life to the [pubphere.

In a similar move to protect her privacy, Harriatdbs published her slave
narrativelncidents in the Life of a Slave G{d861) under the pseudonym, Linda Brent.
The slave narrative was a form that relied on thragete exposure of African American
protagonists who revealed their most humiliatingmeats in texts that identified them
by name, thereby commoditizing their selves and théfering. Yet, Jacobs does not
follow the rules; she withholds her name and thamsschot completely expose herself.
Rejecting the sentimental tradition, Jacobs reftsg®rtray herself as a victim, using her
own sexuality to thwart Flint's advances by slegpinth another man. Jacobs works
against both the political conventions of white lglmmists and the literary conventions
that dominated the literature of the period.

Jacobs uses her narrative to align the power tapukate texts with black
freedom. Taking flight by hiding in the attic oéihgrandmother’s house, Linda Brent
writes letters to Flint and her grandmother, inathghe assumes the identity of a fugitive
on the run in the North specifically Boston and Néark. By constructing alternate
historical narratives by writing her own accountb¥oth her enslavement and her

freedom, she asserts power over flint. She imadieeself outside of the degraded
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position that the nation has imposed upon heremdtter, Linda portrays Dr. Flint as the
villain in her narrative of enslavement. She expal’l reminded him how he, a gray-
headed man, had treated a helpless child, who é&aa flaced in his power, and what
years of misery he had brought upon her” (Jacob$. Byent also writes a letter to her
grandmother, in which she imagines herself asarfrether who requests that her
children be sent to New York so that she mightctefner children] to respect
themselves and set a virtuous example; which & stasther was not allowed to do in the
south” (Jacobs 106). Harriett Jacobs uses hetdextl her story in a way that critiques
the system of slavery and reveals her aspirationkdr “self.”

In order to make her personal narrative legikdeps consciously works against
the literary conventions of the sentimental noteat twvould deny her authority.She uses
the language of the sentimental drama to impliEéite and emphasize the complexities
of the black female “self.” Brent is simultaneoubbipless and resourceful—pious and
cunning. Like later post-civil rights era authalacobs uses a fugitive protagonist and
manipulates literary conventions in order to rexbalcomplexity of the black subject.
Rather than reflecting on the “dreary past and tacefuture,” Jacobs creates a textual
space within the slave narrative where she is natdned by race, gender, or literary
conventions associated with the sentimental novel.

Like the contemporary black authors | examinelindginary Escapes,”

nineteenth-century African American writers usegitive protagonists to draw attention

2 In Invented Lives (1988Mary Helen Washington considers the emphasispglan Jacobs’ sexuality in
the novel, which ensured that the character cootda considered virtuous or upstanding in the
sentimental tradition. Washington goes on to nlaéé tale writers were not expected to discuss their
sexuality (4). InSelf Discovery and Authority in Afro-American Naiva (1991)Valerie Smith observes
that Jacobs “trivializes the complexity of her atian” by adhering to some of the conventions of
sentimental fiction (37).
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to fugitive forms, textual innovations that sigtia author’s desire to exceed both social
and literary boundaries. Like Gloria Naylor, Jasaind Wilson fictionalize their
autobiographies. Like Paul Beatty, Delany embeballious fugitive protagonist in a
novel whose plot challenged the respectabilitydaats of the era. All these early
writers utilize fugitive protagonists and alterwatiiterary forms to articulate a black
identity that exceed the stereotypical and socitigeptable representations of blackness
in the nineteenth century. Thus, the traditionadfing on the fugitive figure as a
representative of a departure from oppressivealiyeand social conventions is as old as
the African American literary tradition itself.

Resisting Jim Crow
In the Jim Crow period, the fugitive figure contatlias the most significant

character in African American literature. As in fhreceding period, the fugitive is a
symbol of both social and literary trespass. Ratth@n seeking release from bondage or
searching for shelter on the other side of a siganiit border as they had during slavery,
African Americans of this era confronted the regatif a life of state-mandated inequality
that carried with it the expectation of self-stifficcy> In response, the African
American elite spearheaded a racial uplift movemdavertheless, some authors
imagined protagonists who abandoned the racialkchyghoosing to take advantage of
their fair complexions and live as though they wlid have “black blood.” Passing
protagonists are fugitives since they “migrates@arch of social freedom by violating
social laws. Characters who pass for white vioteti the social laws, both those

established by the state and those establishedrimaA American racial leaders in

% The obstacles to social equality for African Ansaris were most apparent in the Plessy-v-Ferguson
ruling in 1896. The court case transformed the tmaof separating blacks and whites in socialsituns
from custom into law.
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conventional literary forms. As such, the passilag always concludes with punishment
for the rebellious figure that chooses to denyheisbirthright.

James Weldon Johnsomsitobiography of an Ex Colored Man (19X#pvides
as an example of both a post-bellum fugitive figame a fugitive form. Following Jacobs
and Wilson, Johnson writes a fictionalized autobapdpy. Hence, his first person account
of a protagonist who attempts to “run away” fronpmgssion underscores the
connections between enslavement and Jim Crow. Riithie manipulating the
autobiographical form to resist commodificationhidson does so to make his protagonist
more “real” to his audience. The ex-colored mannsamed; he could be a friend or
neighbor. By doing so, the author underscore&i€olored Man’s fugitive status.
Johnson’s choice of an anonymous first-person t@arrapresents his desire to depart
from the pattern set by heroic fugitive slave namslike Frederick Douglass who
chooses to risk re-capture by publishing his story.

His disappointment that he does not have the sajhtsrand privileges as his
white father mirrors the disappointment that cofmes the knowledge that
emancipation did not provide true freedom. Heneegdcides to reject the social
restrictions associated with black identity by pagdor white. Before doing so, he runs
from place to place and cycles through the varitarations of black identity available to
him in search of freedom. He thus denies the s@@ower of policing narratives over
his body and establishes himself as a fugitiveekjgeriences aimless sorrow that
culminates in his witnessing of a lynching. Thautretic event leads to his decision not
to “go about with the label of inferiority pastedrass [his] forehead” (139). Instead, he

changes his name and allows the world to “take Jfiamwhat it would” (139). However,
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the location of freedom remains undefined sinc@imygsical boundary exists through
which he can cross into free territory. His deaisimt only makes him a fugitive from
the law, since to pretend to be white was illeat,it also places him outside the social
boundaries established by African Americans investeacial uplift projects. The ex-
colored man is a fugitive who decides to flee fa@atrictions rather than suffer under
Jim Crow racism. Because he is a musician, Johagontagonist registers his choice to
give up his affiliation with black culture as a pawlarly expensive cost for a limited
measure of social freedom. He likens his decissahat of forfeiting his “birthright for a
mess of pottage” (154). This quote, taken from@iek Testament story of Jacob’s
betrayal of Esau, embodies the sadness inextridadstehis life as a post-bellum
fugitive.

Like Jacob, who is punished by God for killing bisn brother to gain social and
economic advantages, the ex-colored man sees Hiassalclever coward. Unlike the
intergroup endorsement of escape that dominatedrtedellum period, the political
literature of the racial nadir discouraged fugitaaivity. Instead of abandoning the race,
successful African Americans were encouraged td teair talents to the effort to
elevate the race. Yet, the impulse to run away fsowial restriction is evident in other
passing novels of the nadir periegten in earlier texts such as Charles Chesnlitiss
House Behind the Cedars (19G0)d Pauline Hopkingdagar's Daughter (1901-1902).

Following the post-bellum period, African Amensabegan to migrate North in
large numbers. This migration itself serves asewe of a fugitive impulse. As such,
flight from social restriction emerges as a premateeme in the literature of the Harlem

Renaissance. African Americans moved North in hafpgecuring better lives. Like the
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ex-colored man, many fled the horrifying lynchingtare that had developed in the
South. However, the cruelty of segregation wadfieseough motivation to run north. A
large number of African Americans chose New Yorkhesr destination, although large
cities such as Chicago, Detroit and Boston receiwaderous black southern transplants
as well.

During the New Negro Renaissance, African Americaare inspired to
experiment with artistic form. A wave of new auth@nd new texts flooded the literary
scene. African American literature was united by dlesire to draw attention to racial
social injustices and to develop a distinct blagkthetic. Overall, the texts of the
Renaissance illustrate three types of fugitivegitr mulatto characters, protagonists
migrating from the South, and those traveling inétionally. The passing novel
continued in novels such as Jesse FauBdtis Bun (1928)Nella Larsen’$?assing
(1929) and George SchuylerBlack No More (1931)in addition, James Weldon
Johnson’Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (19Ms re-issued in 1927. In
addition, the Renaissance saw the production aisadf international travelogues and
expatriate texts.

Nella Larsen’s 1928 noveQuicksand provides a powerful example of all three
fugitive themes. Helga Crane, a character of atBemixed parentage struggles to
establish herself socially, migrating from the Sotat the North and even traveling
abroad in search of social acceptance. Like theobored man who kills his black
identity and passes into whiteness, Helga runstidcssocial death. The novel opens
with her choice to perform “social suicide” by emgliher engagement to James Vayle a

representative of the “stuffy” African American sacscene represented by the southern
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boarding school where she teaches, whose poliefest the sentiments of the racial

uplift movement (8). Helga does not desire to ibednspicuous and conformable” but
instead desires the freedom to live passionatelyiadeiof social confinements. She thus
becomes a fugitive and flees to Chicago where aésl a job as a personal assistant for
a “race” woman. Helga is again encouraged to sugspaeart of herself when Ms.
Hayes-Rore explains that she might make her lifseed she “didn’t mention that [her]
people are white” (41). Helga travels to New Yorkere she again feels “shut in,
trapped” (47). After her uncle softens the news tiganever wants to see her again with a
sum of money, Helga flees to Copenhagen in hopéadihg some relief from the

stifling social scene in New York.

Like a true fugitive, Helga once again imagineg thght will provide her
satisfaction. She “dreams delightful dreams of geawnf life somewhere else” (56). Her
hopes are always vested in flight to “strange aaenong approving and admiring
people, where she would be appreciated and undel's{s7). Even in Copenhagen,
however, Helga does not find the freedom she dedimstead, she is treated like an
exotic object and quite literally painted into tipaisition by Axel Olsen, the artist who
courts her (73). Helga's refusal of Olsen’s marmiagoposal represents her rejection of
both objectification and domesticity since both Vadotequire her to suppress parts of
herself. She flees Copenhagen and returns to New Wioere she endures “an acute
feeling of insecurity, for which she could not agnt (96). In a theme that presents itself
time and again, the fugitive impulse during the @imw era instills a desire in
protagonists to escape social constraint but withalestination in mind. Thus, the

impulse to run is not rewarding or heroic as inglae narrative; instead, it proves
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exhausting. In a moment of fatigue from runningheiit a refuge in sight, Helga marries
a minister and attempts to revel in her life asigfd wife and mother. Yet, motherhood
requires her to abandon parts of herself quitealitesince the pregnancies “use her up”
(123). After running from place to place, Helgatery ends with her lying paralyzed in
her marital bed. Larsen’s modernist novel, likeobsts slave narrative departs from the
traditional marriage plot. In this case, Larsengasggs that her protagonist is suffocated
by her marriage. Despite the artistic freedom thatracterizes the New Negro
Renaissance period, its literature exposes thediimns imposed on African Americans
both inside and outside their communities.

In 1937 Richard Wright called for a new type ofiéan American character in
his seminal essay, “Blueprint for Negro Writing iitished in the literary magazimew
Challenge Wright's essay advocates for authors to use titeeato create an African
American national identity and protest injusticedagting light on the oppressive social
conditions that have shaped African American exgpee. Wright condemns his
contemporaries for neglecting to produce literatarean African American audience
with the explicit goal of preserving black folklorexpressions; instead, he accuses them
of working in favor of “escaping the harsh lot bétr race” by producing writing that
mimics the conventions of Western traditions ($¥).argues that artists of the
Renaissance attempted to use art as a path awayHeburden of racial stigmatization.
Yet it is Helga Crane’s aesthetic sensibility, @eflve of Harlem Renaissance culture,
that heightens her awareness of the social rastigcplaced on her life, thereby

necessitating her escape.
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Wright’s model of American naturalisiative Sor(1940), published three years
after “Blueprint,” serves as a model of both a fivgi figure and fugitive form. As
Wright explains in “Blueprint,” he sought to dep&dm those Harlem Renaissance
artists who had experimented with high-modernismc&he understood such
experimentation as an aspiration towards Westdtarey he sought to articulate a black
identity grounded in folk culture and the quotidexperience of blackness. Indeed,
Wright's concrete, detailed accounts of the povartg violence that haunts Bigger
Thomas’ life serves as a dramatic departure frafrdigmentation that characterized
Larsen’s modernist novel. Wright emphasizes thesjgay conditions of urban misery to
make the argument that Bigger and his contempararie products of their environment
and corrupt social and legal systems. Rather tkamime how the delicate “modernist”
sensibility unravels under pressure, Wright's naist novel suggests that oppressive
conditions bring out the brute in generally reasd@m&iuman beings. With his exemplar
of literary naturalism, Richard Wright departs froime high-modernist tendencies of the
Harlem Renaissance.

Despite differences in form, Wright's novel exansriee psyche of a black
fugitive. Native Sorportrays the protagonist, Bigger Thomas, as amwiof oppressive
social systems. A far cry from the refinement & éx-colored man or the heroism of
Frederick Douglass, Bigger is crude, uneducatedvasidnt. Yet, like the fugitive
figures before him, Bigger rebels against a sayatem that diminishes his humanity.
Bigger does not have a North to run toward sinckvies in urban Chicago, nor does he
possess the small measure of white privilege thalbles the ex-colored man to escape

into whiteness by passing, nor can he afford HEligane’s trip to Copenhagen. Instead,
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Bigger commits a horrific murder, which places lemthe wrong side of the law and
thereby precipitates his flight. When he becom&gyaive running and hiding to avoid
arrest, Bigger finally escapes the intense scrutiay was a defining part of his quotidian
experience. On the run, he learns how to avoidjfize that paralyzed him. Bigger
explains, “I hurt folks ‘cause | felt | had to; tteaall. They was crowding me too close;
they wouldn’t give me no room” (425). Bigger’s \eolt escape from the “crowding” that
threatens to obliterate his identity marks him ésgitive. By breaking the law, he breaks
through the suffocating wall that Jim Crow racisuailttaround his life, and allows him to
feel alive for the first time. Bigger reflects dretfreedom he experiences when he states,
“I didn’t know | was really alive in this world uiht felt things hard enough to kill for
‘em” (425). Wright's novel sets the standard fociabrealist novels by rejecting peaceful
resolution for disturbing ambiguity.

Unlike the fugitive slaves who escape with a sfpedestination in mind, all of
the characters who run during the Jim Crow era laavair of uncertainty that lingers
over their lives at the novels’ end. The figuresrgpmuch of the text running away from
racism, and yet they all succumb to exhaustioreratian finding resolution. The ex-
colored man disappears into banal whiteness, Hetgae ends up spent and confined to
her marital bed, and Bigger ends in a jail cellawehing his execution. Perhaps these
ambiguous endings are an indication that Jim Camism remains an active battle.
Although these fugitives did not have the sustgriope of emancipation as did African
Americans in the antebellum period, they could himpéegislative changes that would

dismantle the system of Jim Crow racism.
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In his1952 novelnvisible Man Ralph Ellison introduces another fugitive figure
who runs from place to place in search of sociaéptance and freedom. Ellison follows
Johnson’s example by choosing to leave his protagoameless. By doing so, he
departs from the naturalist framework establishe&ighard Wright that sought to make
characters as detailed and human as possible &n trihvoke empathy for the socially
oppressed. Ellison seeks to create a more cerfadpned than Bigger Thomas. This
impulse shapes the narrative itself. Ellison’s n@emtains dream-like scenes that resist
the concrete realism key to the naturalist novehet¢, Ellison offers both fugitive figure
and fugitive form innvisible Manin an effort to articulate a version of black itdgn
outside of the shadow of Richard WrighlNative Son

Ellison’s unnamed protagonist establishes himesek fugitive moving in search
of something that other people try to define fanhiln the first chapter of the novel, he
explains, “All my life | had been looking for sonh@tg, and everywhere | turned
someone tried to tell me what it was” (15). He bsd@s a talented young student who
must perform in order to earn a scholarship toeg@l Initially asked to deliver a speech
that he wrote, he ends up having to fight in a bgxing. Ellison suggests that this
performance functions to “keep that nigger boy ingyi using the racial epithet and
image of escape to establish the connection bett®ennnamed protagonist and the
fugitive slave (33). Like all the authors discusbede, Ellison uses the figure of the
fugitive to illustrate the desperate desire of édn Americans to escape the social
restrictions imposed upon them by Jim Crow racidm.phrase foreshadows the
movement from place to place that characterizesnisible Man as a fugitive.

Ironically, the Invisible Man is first made to rioy the forces of racial uplift that rule the
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college he attended. He gets in trouble for notgmting Mr. Norton, a wealthy
benefactor, from exposure to black life in the So&eferring to the protagonist’s
mistakes as “a most serious defection from ouctst rules of deportment,” the head of
the college functions as one of the many authdigiyres who attempt to police the
Invisible Man (190).

Running north to New York, the Invisible Man mansage gain a position with
Liberty Paints, where he meets Lucius Brockway tla@ofigure bent on enforcing social
boundaries (225). After being injured on the jiblg, Invisible Man is taken in by Mary, a
member of the local black community. Mary triesriold him into a race leader by
reminding him that “something was expected of [hisgme act of leadership, some
newsworthy achievement,” which causes him to resenattempts to force him to meet
the standards of black respectability (258).

The Invisible Man does, however, become a leadargroup called the
Brotherhood, which recruits him to assist themhigirt fight for the oppressed. After the
Brotherhood is exposed as not having the bestast@f the people at heart, the Invisible
Man runs away and falls down a manhole, only tad#eto remain there. During his life
underground, he steals power from the electric @mpBreaking the law enables him to
achieve a measure of freedom available to thoseopkaate outside of social systems.
Like the other Jim Crow period fugitives, Ellisompsotagonist’s story ends on a note of
ambiguity. The Invisible Man has chosen to hide kkfugitive rather than conform. His
confinement resembles the social death experielogéde other Jim Crow fugitives who
run until they collapse, in this case in an undeugd cave beyond the reach of social

law. In the Jim Crow era, stereotypes are stiflanyl there is no place to escape. Not
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until the victories of the Civil Rights Movementanlack people able to approach the
destination towards which they have been running.

The end of the Jim Crow period was marked by tesage of the Civil Rights
Acts of 1964 and 1968 and the Voting Rights Ac1965. These gains were the result of
organized protest activities that took place prityan the South after the 1954 Brown
vs. Board of Educatiodecision. During this period, African American laoits and artists
created art intended to inspire African Americangde to celebrate blackness and to
participate in the fight for black rights. The ftige figure emerged in the form of
autobiographical texts detailing actual storieesdape.

The Autobiography of Malcolm (1964) is a fugitive form that articulates the
fugitive impulse of the period. Published after bah X’'s assassination, the
autobiography was co-authored by Alex Haley. Uniikest autobiographies, Haley’'s
text did not receive final approval of the subjétaley manipulates his source material,
interviews with Malcolm X, in order to ensure tid&lcolm X would be represented as a
heroic fugitive figure. As such, the narrative ftions more as biography than
autobiography. It captures the protagonist’s ddsirescape the boundaries that
conventional racial discourse had constructed atdl@ black body. When Malcolm X
becomes aware that his independence displeasah Elijhammad, he choses to flee the
country and embark on a pilgrimage to Mecca in 18&5). His pilgrimage turns into a
tour of several countries in Africa, but like allgitives, he was “aware of constant
surveillance” (427).

Malcolm X expresses his frustration that he ikéxtinto a dated image of

himself that is intimately connected to racial btdiof the public. He laments, “My
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earlier public image...kept blocking me. | was trytoggradually reshape that image. |
was trying to turn a corner, into a new regardheypublic, especially Negroes” (431). In
an effort to reposition himself in the eyes of gublic and for his own edification,
Malcolm X changes his name to el-Hajj Malik el-Saab. This move underscores his
position as a fugitive. Even in a moment of ramdial development—the year the first
civil rights legislation was passed by Congress4alcolm X is a fugitive who seeks to
escape the boundaries of the nation and changesims in an effort to reconfigure his
religious beliefs and racial identity beyond theusiay of the American people.

Theorizing the Post-Civil Rights Fugitive
After the passage of major civil rights legislatiorthe 1960’s, it became evident

that legislation could not completely correct raai@quality. Legislative victories
offered immediate legal changes, but changes iddlyeto-day experience of racism
were slow to follow. Thus, African Americans weedtlto deal with the ghosts left by
slavery and Jim Crow racism without the hope tlwditipal movements of the past had
offered. As in earlier periods of African Americkterature, fugitive figures emerge to
plot a path of escape. In addition, African Amenicauthors seek to escape restrictive
literary forms riddled with the specters of dateditpral positions and codified by the
institutionalization of African American literaryugly. My choice of texts reflects my
interest in the responses of black authors to dmencodification of African American
literature. Like fugitive slaves, black intelleats of thenineteenth century, and authors
of the black fiction of the early twentieth centubjack writers of the post-civil rights era
turn to textual spaces to create themselves byreriog narratives and forms that do not

fit. Through their fugitive protagonists, theselaars dramatize their own experiences of
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re-working conventional literary forms in orderadiculate unconventional black
identities.

Few studies focus exclusively on the trope of tiggtive in African American
literature. While Marcus WoodBIlind Memory(2001) and Michael Chaneyrugitive
Vision (2009) evaluate visual representations of thewaysslave in the post-bellum
period, they do not place emphasis on the fugfiyngre. Edlie Wong'Neither Fugitive
or Free(2011) considers the legal status of the travediage in the nineteenth century
through the examination of freedom suits filed bglaved women. She understands the
traveling slave as a contrasting figure to thetfugisince the enslaved who filed freedom
suits had to prove that they were transportedfrei® states against their will. Wong’s
study illustrates that the politically charged spaetween slavery and freedom in pre-
emancipation America was not as clear-cut as thiive slave narratives suggest.

Both Phyllis Klotman and Bill Beverly look at tipewer of the fugitive trope in
African American literature, but neither understatiae fugitive as a symbol of its
author. Klotman’s comprehensive studyiother Man Gon€l977), offers an overview
of what she terms the “running man” in African Amcan literature. She begins with the
figure of the running man, as an expression oiadaritique and reflection of an
“unrealized desire for freedom” (8). She followsstfigure through the fugitive slave
narratives and into the work of Richard Wright, &amBaldwin, Ralph Ellison, William
Kelly, Claude McKay, and others, concluding wittpptar fiction published in the
1970’s. Following Klotman, | understand the fuggtiigure as a champion for freedom.
In contrast to Klotman, however, | focus on fuggtifigures who appear as

representations of their authors in autobiograpféacan American texts published
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after 1990. A more specialized study, Bill Bevesl@n the Lam: Narratives of Flight in
J. Edgar Hoover’s Americ€2003) analyzes the connection between Hoover’s
modification of federal laws and the emergence wiefican fugitive narratives.
Although most of the texts her examines were writig white men before 1950,
Beverly's book explores the connection betweentivgislave narratives and other
American narratives of flight, including Wrighti¢ative Sorand Ellison’sinvisible Man

| organize my texts according to the decadeblembst-civil rights era to which
they most directly respond. In chapter one | ex@bkonovel partially set in the 1970’s. In
“Surely | Want to Get Out’: Escaping Slavery inyflls Alesia Perry’sStigmata,”|
illustrate how Perry employs a fugitive form, a lited novel,” that forces her audience
to adopt new methods of reading African Americastdry. Perry uses the story of her
fugitive protagonist, also a quilter, to encourddecan American readers to reject
destructive rehearsals of historical trauma. Irstedtical readers must gather and re-
organize facts in order to make history meaninghd useful. This method of interacting
with history facilitates acknowledgement of thetpakile discouraging conflation
between past and present. | use Hortense Spidlerisept of “the one who counts,” a
figure who distinguishes her racial identity fronetracial collective, and Alexander
Crummell’s distinction between “memory” and “reealtion,” to explain Perry’s difficult
novel. Through her textile manipulations, Perryigifive is able to control the memory
of slavery and move beyond the trauma of familydmsinto a contemporary position of
independence and social privilege. The developmktiite fugitive figure draws attention
to the author’s paradoxical desire to produce agh@ee narrative that also attends to the

future of black American identity.
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While Perry’s novel documents her character’soasp to images of racial
trauma during the 1970’s, Paul Beattylse White Boy Shuff(@996) explores his
fugitive protagonist’s responses to the racial @isse that permeate the late 1980’s. In
my second chapter, “Stay Black and Die’: Fugitldentity in The White Boy Shufflel
examine award winning spoken word poet Paul Beaftsst novel. My reading suggests
that Beatty transforms his novel into a stage &oral identity performances that
challenge stereotypical representations of blackttest he links to the canonization of
black literature. Just as Beatty experiments withform of his novel by embedding the
performance of poems, music, and comedic sketcitbgit, his fugitive protagonist,
experiments with his poetry in an effort to expriissracial identity in a way that feels
natural to him. He does so through poetic perforcea rather than simply reading
outdated novels or adhering to the strictures mein canonical poetic forms. The
improvisational form of the novel reflects the aartk own desire to produce a novel that,
like spoken word poetry, resists the commodifiaatyd black culture. Textual
performances enable both Paul Beatty and his figgirotagonist to create new identities
visible in the familiar space of the novel.

The novels featured in the first two chaptersifoon youthful protagonists who
come of age during the first twenty years of thetgmvil rights period. These chapters
show how the protagonists’ development paralledsddvelopment of African American
literature during this time. In my third and fouthapters, | focus on autobiographical
texts produced by more mature African American &oisol understand these texts as
evidence that even during African American literatsi “moment of maturity” a great

deal of uncertainty surrounds autobiography as @umefor the articulation of African
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American identity. This uncertainty is exacerbdbgdhe historical connection between
black autobiography and the fugitive slave nargativ

In my third chapter, “Black Literature under Sutlagice: Fugitive Identity in
Gloria Naylor's1996; | examine Naylor's most recent nov&éR96(2005). Far from
conventional, this autobiographical novel resistdism with the inclusion of fantastic
plot elements such as mind control technologiesdtely, Naylor relies on both
fugitive figure and fugitive form to position helsand her work in the literary margins. |
rely on bell hooks’ definition of the social margis a space of black empowerment to
illustrate that Naylor deliberately seeks to altenf@erself from the literary mainstream in
order to preserve the position of critique thataqjmded under the weight of the
commodification of black literary culture. Unlikike other fugitive novels, Naylor gives
her own name to her fugitive protagonist who attesnp escape National Security
Agency agents while trying to pen a “big book.” Bhahe invites the audience to see her
character as a direct representation of the auth@novel about the writing process
itself. Naylor sets the novel in 1996, a year ia thiddle of an important decade that
witnessed the transition of African American liten@ from marginal race literature to
mainstream American literature. In this decaddrican American authors won the
Nobel Prize for literature, the MacArthur Geniusa@rand the National Book AwarBy
insisting on the veracity of her speculative noigylor deliberately seeks to antagonize
the literary critical establishment and marginaheegself. Ultimately, | argue that 1996
Gloria Naylor manipulates the autobiographical fannorder to position herself as a
fugitive figure and protect the position of critgtistorically occupied by African

American literature.
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Moving from autobiographical novel to alternatiug@iographies in the
concluding chapter, “Embracing and Escaping Histdhe Fugitive Turn in African
American Historical Writing,” | explore twenty-fitgentury life writings by three
African American literary scholars. The pioneertegts produced by Henry Louis Gates,
Saidiya Hartman, and Carla Peterson undersconeettessity of departing from
traditional literary biographical formats in orderarticulate the complexities of African
American history and identity in the post-civilhig era. In this chapter, | highlight the
intersection betweehhe African American Lives ProjeethdThe Human Genome
Projectto illustrate the ways thét Search of Our Root®-inscribes collective notions
of African American identity. Additionally, | anatg Hartman’s and Peterson’s fugitive
narratives that insist on departing from the frameuthat Gates reifies in his text
highlight specific moments when Hartman pursuesthad rejects the Afrocentrism put
forward inIn Search of Our Rootnd place emphasis on Peterson’s historical reflsear
which challenges the slavery-to-freedom trajectbet dominates African American
historical narratives. Hartman and Peterson userdtive literary forms to illustrate the
necessity producing “new” African American hist@alioarratives in the twenty-first
century. My analysis of these texts suggests that established African American
literary scholars are impelled to create new ligefarms to articulate the complexity of

twenty-first century black identity.
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Chapter One

“Surely | Want To Get Out”: Escaping Slavery in Phyllis Alesia Perry’s Stigmata
“But let me remind you here that, while indeed wadide in two worlds, the world of the
past and the world of the future, DUTY lies in tature. It is in life as it is on the street:
the sentinel DUTY, like the policeman, is ever bidpgman ‘Pass on!” We can, indeed,
get inspiration and instruction in tjesterday®f existence, but we cannot healthily live

in them.”

“The Need of New Ideas and New Aims for a New EAdexander Crummell (1885)

Shortly after the publication of tiéorton Anthology of African American
Literature (1997) formalized the position of slave narratimedoundational reading for
anyone interested in the creation and interpretaifoAfrican American literature,

Phyllis Alesia Perry argued that traumatic histalriitauma narratives must be carefully
managed in order to avoid conflation of the collecifrican American past and the
African American present. In her novi&igmata(1998), Perry creates a plot that follows
a fugitive protagonist in a quilted narrative stire to encourage her audience to adopt
new methods of reading and writing about slavenypadrticular, Perry uses her
protagonist to dramatize her own struggle to inooafe the slave narrative into her
vision of the future.

Perry’s quilted narrative structure functions asiique of coming-of-age trauma
narratives that compel readers to understand cqusary black life through the lens of
slavery. The authors efauma narratives such @erregidora (1975)Kindred (1979)
andBeloved (1987)rely on narrative structures that intentionallyatient the reader and

invite conflation: between the consciousness optilmeagonists and the consciousness of

the audience; between past and present; betweergsetithin the novel. The blurred

4 Gayl Jones, Octavia Butler, and Toni Morrison, ezsely.
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boundaries encourage readers to get lost in thiathas. In contrast, Perry draws
attention to the chronological distance betweerteraporary black life and black life in

the years before emancipation.

| analyze the quilted structure and characte&tiginatain support of my
argument that the emergence of fugitive figurelaia post-civil rights era African
American novels is an indication of the author’sides to adjust African American
literary forms in order to articulate contemporhfgck identity. Perry’s protagonist,
Elizabeth DuBose, called “Lizzie,” is a fugitive wiescapes from a psychiatric hospital
by pretending to conform to normative structuresagfal identity. Lizzie cannot
progress until she escapes the traumatic collentweatives of slavery by representing
her individual racial identity narrative with a §uiThe character comes to quilting after
shifting her space of confinement, the hospitdt enblack imaginary space, which
furnishes a psychic retreat from oppressive ra@atatives.

With Stigmata Perry rejects both empathetic conflations of past present and
willful ignorance as appropriate post-civil riglgsa frameworks for interacting with
African American history. Perry uses quilting asmetaphor and a form to mediate
between these two positions, thus encouraging altedrinteractions between narratives
of the past and present that privilege the presedt ultimately, the future. Perry
identifies increased attention to narratives ofatg in the 1970’s as a unpleasant
manifestation of African American culture becaudesters an unhealthy fixation on
unresolvable past wrongs. | show that quilting aepk empathetic reading practices that
blur the lines between past and present. Furtlyeordpnizing her novel as a narrative

quilt, Perry produces an alternative model forAlffigcan American narrative of slavery
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that disrupts the reader’'s empathetic experiensesukh, quilting frees Lizzie and her
mother Sarah from debilitating relationships witfligan American history. | use
Hortense Spillers’s concept of “the one who courgigure who distinguishes her
personal racial identity from the racial collectias a lens through which to read Perry’s
depiction of Lizzie’s quilting.

Phyllis Alesia Perry is not the first African Amean writer to question the
prominence of slavery in the African American coliee historical narrative. As my
epigraph illustrates, only twenty years after enaaion Alexander Crummell warns the
graduating class of Storer College to “Pass onYegist the temptation to “dwell
morbidly and absorbingly upon the servile past”l(12By associating his mandate to
move beyond all consuming recollections of slaweity the “policeman,” he lends his
directive the force of law. Crummell understands degree to which an over-absorbing
interest in the slave narrative could become atechesto progress.

Crummell outlines his sentiments clearly in hiscdssion of the distinction
between the practice of memory—-the necessary aaslaidable entrance, storage and
recurrence of facts and ideas to the understaratidghe consciousness”—and
recollection—"the painstaking endeavor of the mimdbring them back again to
consciousness” (123). Crummell’s distinction hingaghe level of emotional
attachment one assigns to the past. While memdhgisimply a passive
acknowledgement of historical facts, recollecti@mates the internalization of historical
experience. Thus, for Crummell, reading and writabgut slavery keeps the degrading

institution alive in the consciousness. A mere tygrars after emancipation, Crummell
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sought to minimize the role of the slave narratheg, in his opinion, inscribed the
degradation of slavery on the black psyche.

By the turn of the century, the genre of the slaawative no longer dominated
African American political discourse. Frederick [@pass, the most prominent fugitive
hero and de facto leader of the race, died in 1BBthe period following his death,
African Americans sought to counter stereotypesanbarism with images of black
civility and success. For example, Booker T. Wagtin’'sUp From Slaveryconfines the
narrative of slavery to the first chapter. The sgpgent chapters describe Washington’s
path to success. Thus the racial uplift framewarohates African American discourse
in the Post-Reconstruction period. Instead oftiugislave narratives, African American
authors wrote about the injustices of Jim Crowsciordered domestic households,
religious conviction and highly educated leadersiléthe figure of the fugitive lived on
in passing novels, the most celebrated tropesi®ptriod were those that were complicit
with the standards of racial uplift.

The slave narrative did not re-emerge in contentgokfrican American
literature until eighty years later. The latter ngeaf the civil rights movement saw a rise
in the publication of neo-slave narratives, a tertroduced by Bernard Bell to refer to
contemporary African American novels featuring exstl protagonistsThe first was
Margaret Walker'slubilee published in 1966, which retells bedtime stotied Walker
heard from her grandmothdubilee like most neo-slave narratives, underscores the

connection between the slave past and contempblaci¢ identity. In her essay “Neo-

® Bernard Bell was the first to use the term “niss narrative” in his 1987 studhe Afro-American
Novel and Its Traditionln his comprehensive studyeo-Slave Narratives: Studies in the Social Lodia o
Literary Form(1999), Ashraf Rushdy distinguishes between tlem*slave narrative,” a fictional first
person account of enslavement, and the “novelasfesy,” a third person narrative of slavery. Irsthi
chapter, | collapse all contemporary novels abtaviesy into the term “novel of slavery.”
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Slave Narratives,” Valerie Smith avers that moddag-slave narratives provide a
“perspective on a host of issues that resonatentemporary cultural, historical, critical,
and literary discourses” (168). Similarly, Karla®.. Holloway maintains that “mourning
stories of African American culture form a culturarrative” that proclaims the
distinctiveness of this culture (655). For thedmotars, African American trauma
narratives function as the foundation of black tdgnin Black Subjects: Identity
Formation in the Contemporary Narrative of Slavé&2004) Arlene Keizer argues that
black writers use the narrative of slavery to “a@tl a ‘true sense of [the] time and
identity’ of the black diasporic subject” (5). lrihestimation, the act of recreating
historical trauma narratives enables authors aaders to understand not only the ways
in which slaves had been constituted but also dmstcuction of the modern subject in
general (20).

Rather than rely on the slave narrative to esthldi“true sense” of black
identity, Perry seeks properly to contextualizeftven. The author manipulates the
structure of her novel to emphasize the differemetseen black life in the 1990’s and
black life at earlier historical periods. She orgas her novel like an applique quilt,
systematically alternating between decades andictaarperspectives in a way that
intentionally disrupts the flow of the narrativastead of portraying fluid transitions
between past and present, Perry crafts her nagratia way that draws attention to the
boundaries between past and present in order id anproductive recollection.
Stigmatais a disjointed tale that requires working througtner than reading.

Perry dramatizes the process of working througtohy in order to make

meaning through a plot focused on the developmiem¢iofugitive protagonist. Elizabeth
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Du Bose becomes consumed by her family’s histonealative. She gives herself over
to unproductive recollection and requires hosgatdlon because of her obsession with
re-living the past. The narrative of slavery funos to separate the family just as
effectively as actual enslavement did. Lizzie d&aas Perry’s warning against reading
practices that encourage conflation between paspeesent. She is redeemed through
the practice of creating a quilt that represengsfémily history. True escape can only be
enabled through the careful negotiation of hisar@rratives. By structuring the novel
like a quilt, Perry connects her own process ofimgito her story about quilting. Perry
uses Lizzie's story to encourage her reader to wadugh memory rather than recollect
traumatic historical narratives.
Passing On

Lizzie Du Bose’s story begins in 1974 with the theatt her aunt Mary Nell, the
guardian of a trunk of family artifacts, which dhequeaths to her fourteen-year-old niece
according to the wishes of Lizzie’s maternal grantirar, Grace, the trunk’s original
owner. This bequest creates tension between Larmieher mother, Sarah, because both
women had been denied access to information ab@aeGShortly after exploring the
contents of the trunk, which includes a diary weritby her great-grandmother Joy and a
quilt sewn by Grace, Lizzie begins to have visioh&race and her great-great
grandmother, Ayo.

Up to this point, Lizzie’s middle class life hatbpected her from the violent
effects of American racial systems. Over the nlered years, however, Lizzie's visions
of the past become increasingly more real, and togitent begins to inscribe itself

directly on her body. After one particularly brutésion about Ayo’s middle passage
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experience, Lizzie’s parents commit her to a haspiecause they interpret the physical
manifestations of her vision—bloody wounds arouadwrists and ankles from the
shackles—as evidence of an attempted suicide elihdlpital, Lizzie becomes mute, her
voice overwhelmed by the voices of the past. Pemigpiction of Lizzie’s suffering is

her metaphor for the negative impact of the litembf slavery that flooded the market
during the late 1960’s and early 1970’s culminatvith theRootsfranchise in 1976. The
trunk of historical information represents thelindition of the narrative of slavery into
the collective African American psyche during ttiee. In response, Perry proposes a
more active and less destructive relationship égoidist. Eventually, a painting class
inspires Lizzie to create a visual representatioth® information she gleans from her
grandmother’s trunk. This shift, from consumer teator of narratives, empowers Lizzie.
With her newfound discovery of self-fashioning, sle@verts the hospital into a space
where she can interpret and contextualize thenmdtion she inherits. Lizzie's self-
control signals to her doctor, an authority figardgrenched in the black middle class, that
Lizzie is ready for release and willing to confotonthe mores of the black bourgeoisie

narrative around which her parents have built thness.

Lizzie’s escape from the confinement of the hos$piteere her movements and
thoughts are tracked around the clock represemtstiie into fugitive status. Although
Lizzie returns home, she must pretend that shemger believes in the visions that she
experienced after opening the trunk. Essentiallg, raust lie to disguise her true motives
and maintain her freedom from the institution. li¢zkegins quilting a graphic display of
her own version of her grandmother Grace’s stohg process empowers her to become

what Hortense Spillers calls “the one who count&zZie chooses which parts of the
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collective racial narrative she wants to repressmd part of her personal identity
narrative. Furthermore, after she sketches thgdesithe quilt in isolation she then
teaches her mother how to sew the panels. In dmnbgizzie subverts her mother’s
middle-class control by making her mother follow hestructions rather than the other
way around. Lizzie's new position as a creator aages her to fashion an identity
narrative that acknowledges the influence of rauistiory without tethering her future to
collective narratives of racial trauma. After slomstructs the quilt that represents her
racial identity, Lizzie is finally free. She leavAkbama, where the novel is set, to work
for a non-profit agency that provides support fer homeless suggesting that Lizzie's
properly contextualized racial identity now empaosvieer to assist the rootless. The
author ends the novel with Lizzie’s flight “off-gf@” to Georgia that includes not only a
new vocation but also a rejection of her boyfrieAdthony Paul, a printer by profession
who likes to paint Lizzie into nineteenth-centucgses. Thus, Lizzie’'s move signals her
escape from the conventions of print literature, rtrarriage plot, and a racial narrative
that would freeze her into re-living the slave a#ive since Anthony Paul is painter,
printer and potential husband. Perry includes fenceete details about the ending to
suggest that Lizzie’'s new life and new identityraive take place outside the boundaries

of the literary text.

Historical Backdrop

Perry uses the heroine of HBldungsromarto dramatize her experience as an
African American author of feeling confined by tnaatic historical narratives. She
depicts the enthusiasm African Americans felt algaiming access to information about

their personal connections to slavery and Africthwizzie’s anxious anticipation of
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opening a trunk of family artifacts on her birthdayl974, a date that places her
protagonist’s interaction with the trunk within twears of the publication of Alex
Haley'sRootsin 1976 and in the thick of the Black Woman'’s Lty Renaissance. By
creating a protagonist who “comes of age” at thmesime as herself and as black
women’s literature, Perry examines the influencthefslave narrative on African
American literature in general and black women axgthn particular. Perry uses Lizzie’s
journey to suggest that literary forms that comflpast and present impede progress into

the future.

Phyllis Alesia Perry was born in 1961, within oreay of the birthdate she assigns
to Lizzie DuBose. Like Lizzie, Perry grew up inraal southern town to middle-class
parents in the 1960’s and 1970’s. Perry’s fathes tha first black reporter hired at the
Atlanta Journaland, among other achievements, served as an etliietmagazine from
1973 to 1981 (“Phyllis Alesia Perry”). It is likethat the Perry home bubbled over with
media and popular culture during Perry’s teenagesyeDistinguished by its small size
and the brevity of its articledetmagazine functioned as a hub of black culfureleed,
just as Perry’s protagonist opens a trunk fillethvevidence of her family’s traumatic
history when she is fourteen, Perry herself woddrbthat age when her father began his
tenure atlet. His position might have increased her awarenegdgrafan American
history and popular culture at a crucial momertien development. Thus, Perry’s story
about a young woman losing herself in African Aroan history may reflect the author’s

own difficulties processing the narratives aboutekizan slavery that were a prominent

6 Founded in 1951]etwas still the most popular African American weekBwsmagazine in 2003
(“Jet”).For more ordet,see théencyclopedia of African American Culture and Higtentry onJet
Magazine.
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feature of black popular culture during her formatyears.

The historical backdrop @&tigmatathe early years of the post-civil rights era,
sets the stage for the difficulties that accompamying of age during a moment when
racial trauma narratives dominate African Ameripapular culture. In Lizzie's act of
opening the family trunk, Perry depicts the enthsisi African Americans felt about
gaining access to information about their persenahections to slavery and Africa. In
1970, twenty-five black novels were published (Rlys&9). Of those, Toni Morrison’s
The Bluest Ey€1970) inaugurated the Black Woman'’s Literary Resancé, resulting
in a proliferation of novels that continued well inte 1980’s that explored the position
of African American women in society and in theldry tradition. Morrison was a
foundational figure in the movement because shie Wwodte novels such &ula(1973)
andSong of Solomo(l977) and edited work by Toni Cade Bambara, Aa@vis, and
Gayle Jones. In 1974, in a reviewTdfe Black Bodkwritten forThe New York Times
Magazine Morrison warned that in the “push towards middkss respectability,” which
she located chronologically in the late 1950’s aady 1960’s, important stories of black
history in America were “being driven undergroumy’blacks themselves (Morrison 41).
In contrast, the literature of the Black Women’'setary Renaissance addressed darker
topics. By lending voice to black suffering, blagkmen authors recalled the slave

narrative tradition

Trauma narratives by black women writers includeyl@ones'€orregidora

7 We might consider Margaret Walker's 1966 noveslafzery Jubilee the beginning of the Black
Women’s Literary Renaissance since the novel addsesiany of the same issues as Morrisbhis Bluest
Eyefrom a more historical perspective.

& Morrison was one of the editors Biie Black Book.

47



(1975), Ntozake ShangeFor Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide \inen
Rainbow Is Enuf1975), Octavia Butler&indred(1979), Toni Cade Bambaral$ie Salt
Eaters(1980), Alice Walker'sThe Color Purple (1982)and Gloria NaylorsVomen of
Brewster Place (1982Y hus, a woman coming of age during this periodthad
opportunity, perhaps even a perceived obligatiemimerse herself in black trauma
narratives. Moreover, a woman like Perry’s protagiowould have hadreater access to
information about African American history than tyenerations that came before her—a
fact underscored by the author’s inclusion of aikaitnee graphic as a frontispiece and
the meticulous dating of both the novel’'s chapters diary entries written in the first
person. Thus, Lizzie “opens the trunk” of histoliadifacts at the same moment that
black people across the country were presentedthétiopportunity to read narratives
about the difficulties experienced by African Anoams in prior centuries. As a result,
she becomes absorbed by “old stories” and losek @faher contemporary black

experience.

Following emancipation up to the 1960’s, slavenydiioned as the open secret of
many African American families. Black history wamnsidered too painful to discuss or
“pass on” to subsequent generations. For exampkm interview with Henry Louis
Gates, Maya Angelou recalls her grandmother, Maaffivd’s, refusal to discuss her
history with her family: “she absolutely prohibitadybody from knowing anything more
about her background. She said, ‘I am Kentucky,thatls all you need to know.” And
that’s all we ever did know” (Gates 30). For M&wafford, who spent the first 12 years
of her life enslaved, the shame was simply toofphato recount. Thus, many African

Americans did not feel free to ask or speak ablawiesy until the latter years of the civil
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rights movement. In the novel, Perry dramatizes gi@nerational shift in attitudes by
having Lizzie, born in 1960— and not her motheraBaborn in 1934—inherit the trunk

of historical family artifacts from Grace (13).

By the early 1970’s, slavery had shifted fromalaoo subject to a source of
solidarity and strength. The civil rights movempriaduced a more radical black identity
that challenged what some viewed as the assimiiationclinations of black politics in
the 1950’s. Frustrations with the slow pace of desgation, continuing social inequality
after the legal victories in 1965, and the assasisin of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968
changed the tenor of the movem&#tfrican American optimism dissipated and left
depression in its wake. Nikhil Pal Singh explaims tumultuous years between 1965 and
1968, “At this point a series of sudden, coincidéshifts are said to have occurred: from
civil rights to black power; south to north; nonkeiot to violent; tolerant to divisive;
integrationist to black nationalist” (5). Ratheaththe optimistic, non-violent and
“respectable” groups most visible during its egsars, the later years of the civil rights
movement were dominated by black power groups whowed a separatist agenda and

were often associated with more violent protesas tine nation experienced before 1965.

Perhaps one of the most important changes to auisef the radical years of the
civil rights movement was the development of inigegblinary Black Studies
departments across the nation. These departmewsogit of students and faculty

demands for a Black Studies program at San Fram8&ate University and Merritt

° The end of the Jim Crow period was marked byptmsage of the civil rights acts of 1964 and 1968 a
the Voting Rights Act of 1965. These gains werertdwilt of organized protest activities that totdcp
primarily in the South after thBrown vs. Board of Educatiatecision in 1954,

49



College in 1968° Their success prompted other universities to fokait. The Black
Studies scholars who emerged from this movemengeglghe African American struggle
for social equality in a global context. They exaed the impact of Western imperialism
and colonialism on people of color and highlighsedilarities among the people of the
African diaspora. As such, African Americans begafeel a strong kinship with people
on the continent of Africa that extended beyond aed imagined genealogical ties to

shared experiences of oppression.

The creation of Black Studies programs resulteal dnamatic increase in the
number of black texts published. In 1969 alone asithologies of slave narratives were
released (Rushdy 89). In addition to black acadgntiteeral intellectuals of all races
contributed to the progressive political movemaitthe 1960’s by changing the way
Americans studied the past. Historians construaeisionist narratives from the
perspective of the socially disadvantaged rathem tiepeating the status quo accounts.
Thus, by the 1970’s more historical information atafrican Americans and people of
African heritage became available to the generblipiSlavery served as an important
symbol for these groups because it so clearlytititisd the black suffering at the center
of America’s racial drama. The popularity of Alexalldy’sRootsfranchise evidences

mass culture®s turn towards slavery. Like Lizzie whose foray itie trunk of historical

1% For more on this, see chapter 4 of Donna Jean Naikdving for the City: Migration, Education, and
the Rise of the Black Panther Party in Oakland,ifGatia. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
2010

" Rootsis only one example of the slave narratives teameated the popular culture of the period. In
1969, John O. Killens’ nove&lavesvas publishedSlaveswvas Killens’ novelization of the 1969 movie
adaptation ofuncle Tom’s CabinKeith Gilyard notes in his biography of KillensatfSlavedunctioned as
a response to William Styron’s novel of slaverfieTConfessions of Nat Turner (196@) which Styron
won the Pulitzer prize (247). Killens was not aléméiis objections to the novel. Some African Aioan
authors expressed disdain for Styron’s interpretadf the Turner story in the essay collectidfilliam
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artifacts take her back to her great-great-granterts middle passage experience,
African Americans were encouraged to follow the@dts” back to Africa? Just as
Lizzie finds herself thrust into the middle of angeelling and traumatic history, Perry’s

early adolescence would have been filled with insaafeslavery.

As a black woman author, Perry has to accounti@icanonical narratives of the
black literary tradition. In a 2009 interview wi@orinne Duboin, Perry’'s comments
reveal a bit of anxiety of influence in this rega¥dhen Duboin tells Perry th&tigmata
reminds her of other black woman authors, “Toni Man, Alice Walker, Gloria Naylor,
Gayl Jones and Octavia Butler,” Perry denies ttiegct influence (635). She responds,
“They were not my literary models, but | considegrm to be my literary ‘cheer leaders’
because many of those writers | did not start &l nentil after | started writing” (635).
Despite the similarities between Perry’s work attteoblack women authors, she
carefully positions them on the sidelines rathantht the center of her creative process.
Thus, Perry distinguishes herself as a fugitivéaauboth apart of and set apart from this
distinguished literary lineage. Perry’s choice @fudlted narrative structure distinguishes

her neo-slave narrative from the others in theaticd

Narrative Quilting

Perry uses a practice that | call narrative quglimStigmatato underscore her

Styron’s Nat Turner: Ten Black Writers Respgh@l68). The authors felt that William Styron
misappropriated the slave narrative in his novédo/a representation of slavery in the 1970’s, Kyle
Onstott’s pulp fiction novel about slaveiMandingo(1954) was turned into a poorly reviewed movie in
1975.

2 This moment in history was certainly not the fiiste African Americans expressed an interest in
developing a connection to Africa. During the neeith-century, Pauline Hopkin®f One Blood1901-
1902) explored the concept of Ethiopianism andrretol Africa. In addition, Marcus Garvey, an advieca
of African American return to Africa, figured imgantly in the Harlem Renaissance.
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departure from the neo-slave narrative traditiomthr than blurring the lines between
the years before emancipation and the post-modement, she carefully arranges
fragments of five different stories occurring atfidifferent moments in history into one
novel. | understand Perry’s practice as narrativiting because in a 2007 interview
Perry likens quilting and storytelling. She refictthe quilt is representative of the way
we remember...the quilt is a material representaifdhe way the story is told...it says a
lot about what parts of the story are valued, vgaats of the stories resonate with that
particular person” (Duboin 646-647). Perry urstiends quilting as a method of taking
ownership of a narrative. The quilt representsnaividual interpretation of a collective
memory. Further, the practice of narrative quiltingmbining “old” narrative scraps to
create a new narrative, follows Crummell’'s mandatacknowledge the past, while
focusing on the duty to the future (123). Perrysusarative quilting as an alternative to

neo-slave narratives that conflate past and present

The first edition ofStigmatawas actually printed to resemble a quilt. The fron
page of the 1998 Hyperion first-edition of the nideatures the title and author’'s name
superimposed on black squares against a printddylmamd made to look like a quilt.
Each chapter heading features the chapter numieglaa\/on a solid black square
surrounded by a printed design made to look ligeiti. The pages of the book are
uneven and finished to resemble layers of fabre physical design of the text
emphasizes the quilt-like nature of the narratigeause Perry understands the quilt as
the ideal form through which to articulate AfricAmerican identity narrative that
incorporates the past into a vision for the future.

Perry strategically layers the life stories of fivemen in the novel which has the
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effect of disrupting empathetic reading practi¢&stry tells the stories simultaneously,
even though they are not all set in the same timdeptace. She relates them in brief and
alternating segments. Thus, the stories are “gliili@gether into one novel. The
disruptions in the narrative prevent readers frosing themselves in the story. For
instance, the first chapter contains, as everytehnap the novel does, a heading
indicating the setting, “June 1994—Atlanta” (1)helnovel opens in media res, with
Lizzie Du Bose deciding to lie in order to escapefinal in a series of psychiatric
hospitals that have been her home for the pastdenryears. As soon as the reader
becomes accustomed to the narrative, she reaaghesdhof the chapter and discovers a
diary entry dated “December 1898.” The entry introes four additional characters, Joy,
Ayo/Bessie, Frank, and Sam without explanatiorhefdpeaker’s relationship to Lizzie.
When chapter two, “April 1974—Johnson Creek,” bedime reader is thrown, quite
unexpectedly, into the middle of a third story (Bis story, a mystery that is more
engrossing than the first two, explains Lizzie’santance of a trunk of historical family
artifacts. The reader is introduced to five newrahters, aunt Eva, deceased aunt Mary
Nell, Lizzie’'s parents, and her deceased grandmo@race. Just as the reader becomes
comfortable, she is again thrust back into theitensf the 1990’s storyline, this time in
Tuskegee (26). At the end of the chapter, anotiaey éntry, “March 1899,” appears.
This narrative style makes the cast of minor chtaracmostly family members, difficult
for the reader to follow. To address this probl&wmiry includes a family tree frontispiece
and even notes in the Duboin interview that fanthefnovel have thanked her for the
family tree because it was the only way that theylad keep track of the characters (648).

Hence, while the narrative pattern is easily disable, the reader must make peace with
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a certain amount of disorientation in the earlyatbes of the novel because the abrupt
shifts make it impossible to fully understand wisahappening. Without complete
understanding, empathetic reading is impossible.

Elsa Barkley Brown’s “African American Quilts: Frawork for African
American Women Studies” provides insight into tlhtqg process that Perry mimics in
the novel. Brown defines a distinctly African Anean quilting aesthetic where,
“symmetry...does not come from uniformity as it doe&uro-American quilts; rather,
the symmetry comes through the diversity” (12).\@ndhighlights a similarity between
the quilting aesthetic amgmbo yayaa Creole word that describes the conversational
practice of several women speaking simultaneoustlyamly stopping if there is a
misunderstanding. For Browgumbo yayamimics the African American narrative
tradition at large because the practice requiram@oto assert their individuality—by
sharing their own stories as part of the commuanitgt by participating in conversation
with the other women. As igumbo yayaquilting enables the simultaneous
representation of identities that are distinctliyestent, yet distinctly African American,
making it possible to produce a collective identiiyhout resorting to a reductive
historical narrative. listigmata Perry presents several women’s stories simulizsigo
in an effort to illustrate that Lizzie’'s independéaentity, an African American identity,
is informed by all of the women who came before her

Since Perry adoptsgumbo yayapproach to narrative fBtigmatathe first time
reader might feel disoriented in the early chaptéthie novel. Essentially, the novel is
structured like an applique quilt. Appliqué quitiimvolves constructing recognizable

images or patterns by layering fragments of mdt@\@olfork 54). Perry alternates
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between three storylines involving five women thglout the novel. She layers the
stories so that they unfold simultaneously and, ggswould be the case if looking at a
partially completed quilt, the actual connectionoaig the stories is not completely clear
until the final chapters of the novel. More speaxfly, in the final diary entry, Joy gives
birth to Grace, a fulfillment of Ayo/Bessie’s earlipromise that a girl would be born to
“take her place” (34). This explains how the sti¢grathe scars from Ayo/Bessie
shackles—are passed along to Grace who later dtergminful legacy in a trunk for
Lizzie to inherit. In the final chapter of Lizziel®70’s story, she learns to paint—to
create rather than just consume a narrative. Ttisfacreation empowers her to control
Grace’s and Ayo/Bessie’s memories (and to foolthieeapist in the opening scene of the
novel). Perry illustrates the relationships amdrgc¢haracters by telling all of the
women’s stories at the same time. Rather than naist linear narrative, Perry suggests
as Faulkner famously wrote, “the past is not pdstzie’s life is not one event in a
series. Instead, her life is a multilayered creatiwought from the collective struggle of
five women marked by the memory of slavery. Forgdristorical trauma narratives
must be incorporated—quilted—into a productive fatlAs such, Perry tells multiple
stories at once and forces the reader to strugigiretihem until the very end when she
reveals how they all fit together.

The narrative form oStigmatareveals the similarities between Perry’s and
Crummell’'s understandings of the role of the pd&trry’s novel forces her reader to
interact with a slave narrative through Ayo/Besbig,does not allow that story to take
over the narrative. The reader cannot fall intoradpctive recollection because

Ayo/Bessie’s trauma narrative is the smallest fragtof all, only appearing as vignettes
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at the end of the most contemporary chapters. Raagtionally gives the slavery
storyline fewer words than any other storylinehia hovel. Further, the slave narrative is
mediated through two frames, Ayo/Bessie’s narragppears as a journal entry written
by her daughter, Joy, and found in a trunk by lazZihe frames emphasize the
Ayo/Bessie story’s chronological distance from bbitzie and the audience. The form
of the novel positions the slave narrative as gnrented and distant memory.

The women in Perry’s novel represent the shiftheninterpretation of the slave
narrative over time. Ayo/Bessie represents the fiesmd account of slavery mediated
through an amanuensis. Her memories are painfilluagated by her fragmented
language. She recalls, “And soon my feet was faligwny eyes roaming the distant
dusty alleys lookin lookin lookin. And down one wiwent and felt someone looking
back. I los my family that day | los my home that/(50). Ayo/Bessie is reduced to feet
and eyes and her captor to a ghost, to someondoske without being seen. The pain is
still fresh for her, even at a chronologically dist moment. Her captors are still nameless,
terrible and disembodied. Joy, on the other haoitess the violence of her mother’s
memory in her diary entry of April 1899. The datespring reminds the reader that
slavery has ended and a new life cycle begun. Titrg epens with a cheerful first
sentence, “It's a real good day.” Joy’s narratiraafe is grounded in domestic stability
which reflects the racial uplift agenda of the timavhich it was written.

Grace, on the other hand, is driven from her hamtée Jim Crow South by the
memory of slavery. Grace is ashamed of the scans Ayo/Bessie’s shackles that
manifest themselves on her body, as they do Lizzthe abandons her family in hopes

of protecting them from the stigmata (15). Her shaepresents a moment in African
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American literature when emphasis on respectalplégluded the retelling of the slave
narrative. Unlike Joy, who simply records her mothearrative, Grace internalizes the
stigma of slavery and packs material evidence @itemory away in a trunk. Grace
represents the generation of women, like Maya Amgsigrandmother, who were too
ashamed to discuss slavery. As aresult, Sarahmmichave any knowledge of
Ayo/Bessie’s slave narrative. She cannot discusgesy because she lacks information.
Lizzie is a product of all these women who cameteeher. She must consider all of
their perspectives on slavery in order to formdwen racial identity. Perry relies on a
layered narrative to dramatize Lizzie's construtiod an identity from narrative
fragments accumulated over five generations.

Just as Lizzie manipulates scraps of cloth injoi#t representing the life of her
grandmother, Perry quilts five women'’s stories iatoovel representing the life of the
slave narrative. For Perry, quilting is an activegess that converts narratives of the past
into completely new future oriented narratives. Tiogel's layers provide the reader with
a sense of the complexity of the relationship betweontemporary black identity and the
slave narrative. Perry produces a nuanced comgiderof the narrative of slavery. She
incorporates multiple perspectives into her nareaind, subsequently, suggests that one

must escape these past positions in order to nmbodhe future.

Trapped by the Story

The plot of the novel supports its structure bysittating that narrative quilting
allows disruptive narratives to be incorporate® iatnew entity appropriate for the future.
In the same interview with Duboin, Perry descritiesneed to conquer family history

rather than simply inherit it:
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Once you know, you have to be able to get frae éfs an African American
person, | share a history with other African Amarnigeople and I'm glad that |
share that history. I'm glad that | know what thadtory is. I'm glad that | have
some idea of how that history influenced my lifghtinow. But if | just lived in
the historical context of who | was, it would b&ap. We create a box for
ourselves because of our culture and history, thymy are not supposed to step
out of...But you also have to make doorways toogetof it. You have to be able
to also look back at it and say: that informs sdmmegt of who | am, but it does not
limit who | am(Duboin 638).
While Perry accepts the necessity of understanféifrigan American history, she
cautions that absorption into narratives of slavey result in stagnation. Instead, the
author encourages her audience to become fugitwés)ake doorways” of escape,
rather than live trapped in the “historical conteddtracial identity (Duboin 638). With
the plot ofStigmata Perry dramatizes the complex process of allowhegpast to inform
racial identity without constraining identity. Thethor establishes a connection between
the structure and plot of her novel, which follothie protagonist’s shift from
recollecting, and thereby reliving, traumatic higtal events to understanding and
memorializing them in a quilt.
Through Lizzie's experiences as an inheritor antsamer of trauma narratives,
Perry examines the detrimental consequences ahgebn recollections of slavery as a
foundation for racial identity. Perry recalls Afaic American enthusiasm in the 1970’s to
connect to the past through her description of ieizirst encounters with her
grandmother’s trunk. An inquisitive teen, Lizzieusable to sleep on the night she
receives her legacy; she sneaks out of bed toehggecontents (18). It is not enough,
however, for Lizzie to simply derive aesthetic glaee from her grandmother’s quilt.

Instead, Lizzie begins to lose herself as she allihe quilt to “engulf [her] twin bed”

(24). Despite the hot temperature of her room,“phls the quilt up to her chin,”
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suggesting that she disregards her individual canridavor of aconnection to her
ancestors (24). After a vivid dream in which shék&@n Africa, Lizzie wakes up the
next morning to find “dust about [her] feet” (29he quilt has dislodged Lizzie in both
time and space. It leads her to overlook her owysichl needs and transports her from
her local environment, in which she thrives, batkme to Africa. Like African
Americans obsessed with slave narratives in thig gaars following the civil rights
movement, Lizzie begins to lose her contempordeydnd sanity to the exigencies of the

slave narrative.

Perry employs the conventions associated witlnéwesalve narrative in order
to question their value. Lizzie reads her greahdnaother’s diary written in the 1890’s
and re-tells the stories she finds there, in allghta Margaret Walker who basddbilee
(1966) on family stories. Lizzie travels into thaspand brings back physical injuries,
bloody scars from her great-grandmother’s shackbethe present just as Octavia
Butler’s protagonist ifkKindred (1979) does. Lizzie re-lives her grandmother's meeso
just as Denver re-lives Sethe’s memories in Toniidon’sBeloved(1987). Yet, each of
these conventions only adds to Lizzie’s miseryegathan providing her with a resolution
to her problems. When Lizzie re-lives the expergsnaf her ancestors, shares the stories,
and manifests injuries on her body, she loses ratiae gains agency. Eventually, her
strange behavior results in her hospitalizatiomryPenovel suggests that allowing
historical narratives to shape one’s life leadpdgchological illness and possession by
traumatic history. Perry’s novel represents hiigere of the neo-slave narratives that
are part of the African American literary traditidnstead of encouraging conflation of

past and present, Perry’s novel suggests thatlselwdvior facilitates the type of

59



recollection that Crummell warned against.

Perry’s skepticism of this type of recollectiom®st clear in the series of
conversations that Lizzie has with the therapisesencounters. One therapist, a friend of
Lizzie’s physician father, reasons, “Elizabeth, yau't lose yourself in those old stories.
You obviously are using them to fill some emptingsgour life” (139). The comment
underscores the futile nature of the practice efliving” the past, but Lizzie’s response
is telling, “I'm not trying to fill my life. This 8 my life” (159). The line represents
Lizzie’s difficulty separating individual from cacttive identity, and highlights the
“emptiness” of living as an individual who can omlghieve meaning as “synecdoche for
the whole.*?

Lizzie’s comment that she is “not trying” to filehlife illuminates her stagnation.
Perry imagines that absorption into trauma nareativot only paralyzes, but also
contradicts the African American tradition that trearatives celebrate. Rather than
surviving through perseverance and innovation, ieiembraces life as an empty trope.
She surrenders her contemporary life to an oppreggist rather than fight for her sanity.
Lizzie’s interaction with the historical artifacin the trunk results in the effacement of
her individual identity rather than the strengtimgnof her cultural identity. Her
commitment to “old stories” results in the spontaneappearance of wounds and scars.
Lizzie has no control over the way the text impdesbody. Instead, her exposure to the
information in the trunk renders her body a textvéaoread by those she encounters both

inside and outside the hospital. Lizzie’s consumpbdf trauma narratives transforms her

3 |n “All the Things You Could Be By Now if SigmuhFreud’s Wife Was Your Mother’: Race and
Psychoanalysis,” Hortense Spillers explains thaicAh American individuals are always understood as
synecdoche for the whole (395). Spillers elabordmaery black man or womaa the race” (395).
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body into a “novel” of slavery.

Perry warns that “old stories” can fog Ylureal life experiences in the black
psyche. These stories shape how Lizzie sees hdrs#ie chapter dated “February 1980,”
Lizzie dozes off while wrapped in the quilt andrstg at her grandmother’s photograph
only to awaken suddenly and find herself,

sitting, not lying down. I'm at the dressing tablie.a chair. And it is Grace’s face

that looks back at me from the glass, her flesHalodd, three-dimensional face,

looking very surprised inside its frame of verydidair. | half expect to look out

a window and see myself stretched on Sarah Du Bggeid sofa. (53).
Lizzie becomes disoriented by her vision. She itonger lying down but sitting. She
does not see her own face but Grace’s capturedei@smirror, itself framed by “very
black hair.” Lizzie imagines herself doubly framadan exaggerated blackness that
turns her face into Grace’s. Lizzie looks for hdrsedeed “expects to see herself,”
through a different frame—a window—suggesting 8ta continues to look for a more
contemporary frame that delimits the actual cirdamses of her life. The frame-inside-
of-a-frame existence that Lizzie endures makeasyitassible for her to know herself. Her
glimpse into the mirror reveals that she is wholiywsumed by her grandmother Grace.
She is bound by a body that she cannot controtiéig engagement with the trunk
severs her connection to the independent spaceravin imagination and tethers her to
an image of someone else’s black body.

Perry’s choice to use a family surname reminisoéhV.E.B. Du Bois connects

Lizzie’s dilemma to Du Bois’s concept of double solmusness, the “sense of looking at

oneself through the eyes of others” (10). WhenieiZimds Grace in the mirror, she can

14 My use of the phrase “fog out” recalls GwendolyBi®ok’s use of the phrase in “The Sundays of Satin
Legs Smith” (1945) to describe the confusion hdijestt feels because “The pasts of his ancestons lea
against/Him. Crowd him. Fog out his identity.”
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only see herself through the eyes of another.zi¢is trapped in another person’s image
of her life. As such, Lizzie does not feel comfdrtey the absorption of herself into the
image of her grandmother. Instead, she understhatishis image is only a distorted
reflection, and she longs for the depth of her ¢ifer—a place where she can stretch out
on the sofa. Lizzie hopes to see herself “outsafehe image of her grandmother as
suggested by her desire to look out of a windowse®lherself enjoying her “real” life of
privilege. She desires to see herself from mulfgaespectives. Instead, Lizzie’s
uncontrolled exposure to historical narratives $etdher internalization of the traumatic
experiences of her ancestors and flattens hethetonany nameless bodies who populate
the collective—an object of discourse rather thasah person.

As an object, Lizzie lacks agency as illustratemtih her confinement in a
mental hospital. After a few more episodes of bilaglout, and a particularly violent
vision of the middle passage that leaves Lizzietho she is committed to a mental
hospital for attempted suicide. She describes égpair in the hospital, “I spin around in
the chair one more time. | surely want to get ¢@03). The spinning chair reminds the
reader that Lizzie leads a circular existence phevents her progress. Lizzie cannot get
her bearings and becomes so frustrated with thusaebf the doctor to understand her
plight that she strips to the waist so that hessmthe “maze of scars from neck to waist”
(204). These scars, “proof of lives intersectirgrirpast to present,” confirm the power
history has over her life (204). Lizzie reveals feslings of powerlessness: “what you're
looking at was rather commonplace back then. Sit@rshese. That's the thing, Doctor,
I’'m just a typical nineteenth-century nigger with extraordinary gift. The gift of

memory” (204). By using a racial epithet and loggtherself in the nineteenth century,
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Lizzie reveals that she can neither separate ldrsel derisive popular culture ideas
about slavery nor understand the position of helybo the world. She has completely
given her interior life over to the stereotype &ad lost track of her “self.” Lizzie cannot
assert a singular contemporary identity; instehd,lms become a “commonplace,” a
nineteenth-century enslaved and traumatized gmhid¢ally, Lizzie ends the scene by
asserting that her memory “sets her apart” (204judlly, the pervasive inscriptions that
memory places on her body have quite the oppolgeteThey make her a walking
stereotype.

Because of her fixation on the historical experénof her ancestors, Lizzie
suffers muteness, captivity, and alienation fromdiesest family members. She grows
weary of explaining her condition. Her spinningigtrates that she is trapped in an
endless cycle—stranded in history. Lizzie's irdegpaces are crowded by the voices of
her ancestors, which leaves no space for her owscoamusness. Silent and immobile for
two years, and stuck in an asylum for fourteen y,daalf of Lizzie’s life is consumed by
the traumatic experiences of her ancestors. Hdg@it®n prevents her from enjoying the
pleasures of her privileged middle-class existembeough Lizzie, Perry suggests that
unregulated consumption of trauma narratives caredse the quality and length of life
by half.

Lizzie is able to move beyond the trauma narratordg after switching from
consumer to creator of narratives. Although thepital initially functions as a space of
confinement, Lizzie learns to appreciate the “safp@n from the world at large [that]
allows quiet contemplation” (232). The distance tha hospital provides her from her

grandmother’s trunk and her mother’s oppressivaltaidlass sensibilities ultimately
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proves useful for meditation.

Lizzie chooses to take an art class in the hospitéth gradually allows her shift
into a greater awareness of her place in the waiftér watching a fellow patient, Maria
Elena, swallow the contents of a container of r@atp Lizzie realizes the absurdity of
swallowing collective identity narratives that dotmeflect her life experiences. Lizzie
first notices that Maria Elena is out of place andhments, “I'm surprised that she’s
allowed to mess with paints” (233). Shortly afterds Lizzie notices, “she smiles and
waves with her brush. | frown at her, because w&igposed to just be at the sketching
stage” (233). Maria Elena is out of sync with testrof her community much like Lizzie
who chooses to live in the past rather than engnphesent. Lizzie describes the
aftermath of Maria Elena’s paint consumption inyg@rms: “there’s red paint smeared
around her mouth and on her hands...She’s turnelittteepot of paint over in her lap
and everything, her hands, her dress, the flooednher stool, is crimson wet” (233).
Like Lizzie, whose consumption of trauma narratikdsher bloody and scarred, Maria
Elena appears frightfully injured; however, shensy marked by paint that is easily
washed away. When Lizzie asks Maria Elena why stethings, she responds that she
is “hungry.” Perry situates Lizzie and Maria Elenide by side to highlight that both
characters consume wrong things to fill voids irthives. Lizzie has the option to
choose another way to fill the emptiness just asdlena could consume food rather
than paint. Moreover, the consequences of Lizzbtices are not permanent. Just as
Maria Elena can be cleaned up, Lizzie can choosdtamate path.

After her observation of Maria Elena, Lizzie begiagaint with red paint but

distinguishes herself from Maria Elena by usingpghet properly (234). Here Perry
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represents the character’s desire to be in syrichet present. Initially, she paints an
image of a figure “drift[ing] toward a vortex” (234 Significantly, Lizzie does not see
the figure firsthand but instead hears Grace nagdhe story in her head. She has, in
this moment of creation, gotten her historical begg. She paints the image of the figure,
to which the art instructor responds, “That’s notiyoriginal idea, Miss DuBose,” before
commanding her to “Embellish!” (234-235). The instior validates Lizzie’'s suspicion
that the images she sees in her mind do not beétohgr. Instead, they must be placed in
the appropriate historical context. Lizzie contisu# take up another brush to paint a
gray ship and brown girl standing at the rail” (23B\fter considering the image, Lizzie
is able to create an appropriate scene. She dralase@ship and a rail around the figure
thereby providing historical context. Lizzie inckgla rail to represent the boundary
between her and the “brown girl” in her head. i8zs finally able to properly
understand her position in time and space, andaeplaerself from the memories of
Grace and Ayo. Thus, Lizzie learns to take pied¢elehistorical collective identity
narrative to use as the foundation of her individaaial identity without consuming the
narrative or allowing it to consume her. She sHiftsn passive reader to creator. It is
important to note that this is the final scenehi@ book. In terms of the narrative timeline,
the scene immediately precedes the opening chafotiee book.

In this opening scene, Perry uses Dr. Harper teesgmt the line between normal
and deviant. Lizzie reflects that the soothing tohhis voice makes it clear that, “You're
crazy and I'm not” (2). Despite the racial and slasnilarities between the two, the
psychiatrist does not conflate Lizzie’s particulaced version of insanity with his own

life. His voice maintains the boundary betweerrlg’s obsession with slavery, which is
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“crazy,” and his choice to maintain his classedtpmsg which is “not” (2). An African
American doctor like Lizzie’s father, Harper fests comfortable in his position that he
refers to his office as his “place”— a term thahdies his socio-economic position as
middle-class and highly educated. His place isair@ivilege, as Lizzie’'s should be.
The office ismarked by the comforts of bourgediisancial security, “two purple
armchairs and punctuated with a round, glass ceéflle” and made complete with a
“doctor’s assistant” to serve Lizzie herbal tea (Dy. Harper frequently invites Lizzie to
his “place” of stability. Yet, she cannot be contédrie there. Her body is already scarred
by the past.

Dr. Harper’'s negation of Lizzie’s psychic experieacepresents the social gaze
that reduces Lizzie to acceptable collective neseatof racial identity. In his office, she
tells him what he expects to hear rather than athmitruth of her experiences. She
begins to live up to the standard set by her nakeg$2u Bois. Her lies evidence her
ability to perceive both her own consciousnessthad/isions that outsiders have of her.
Although the narrative of slavery paralyzes herzig cannot adapt to the competing
narrative of bourgeoigrivilege offered by Harper. Rather than occupydbetor’s place,
Lizzie escapes the hospital by lying in order wate her own “place,” one that will
allow her to acknowledge the past without allowitnigp consume her present and future.

Lizzie becomes both consumer and creator of histooyder to construct a place
of her own. Although her quilt depicts Grace’s gtduizzie represents it from her own
perspective. This functions as a reversal of thenard earlier in the story when Lizzie
found Grace’s face looking back at her in the nmirho the chapter dated “August 1995,”

Lizzie begins to sketch panels for an appliquétquitl subsequently “draws a picture of
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Grace in bed, lying under a tiny replica of hedtjir1). In this moment, Lizzie is
simultaneously author and reader. She designsrasaptation of Grace and her quilt
rather than conflating her own image with Graceiage as she did earlier in the novel.
That is to say, Lizzie looks down on Grace rathantlooking out from Grace’s eyes. In
this moment, Lizzie controls both Grace’s story &edown. Lizzie no longer passively
consumes narratives. Instead, she uses the gpilbthuce a story that interacts with
historical narratives in productive ways. Perryswel marks the act of empathetic
reading—inviting narratives into the psyche—as aggaous activity that must be
replaced with interactive reading and interpretatb narratives.

Lizzie layers fabric to create scattered scends#mesent her foremothers’
impact on her life. Although the images are arrangéo a single circle, they are distinct.
Following Elsa Barkley Brown, Perry suggests th&atcan Americans can maintain
individual identities while remaining a part of tbellective. Constructing a quilt, a
concrete material object that enables the orgaoizaf information, transforms Lizzie
into “the one who counts.” Lizzie reflects on lsérft from consumer to creator, “The
pictures I've designed for that quilt so obviousdil Grace’s story that I'm beginning to
think Mother is deliberately pretending to be tle@skest woman on the planet” (169).
Lizzie has taken control of the narrative that badfined her. She uses her creative
energies to “design” the images on the quilt. lezaieates a history that suits her
contemporary identity. This accomplishment provideswith a critical distance from
her family that enables her to notice the dentads tripple her mother, Sarah.

In this moment, we can contrast Lizzie’s abilityrézoncile the past and move

into the future with her mother’s refusal to membre the past. Sarah challenges
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Lizzie's approach to quilting. Rather than condlingan appliqué quilt—where images
exist in free association with one another—Sarajosés to represent the past in the
form of a patchwork quilt—pieces of fabric sewnetter according to a master pattern.
Sarah prefers a fragmented and broken historysti@tan piece together according to
society’s expectations. Ultimately she is more ewned with developing a linear life
narrative of respectability than with creating daritity narrative that reflects her own
desires. Sarah even hopes that Lizzie will “chghge] mind and do a pieced quilt”
because Sarah does not “know anything about ap@lid66-67). As such, she can only
“replace buttons” or repair the flawed narrativiegttshe uses as the foundation of her
identity (67). She cannot move into the future lnsesof her futile efforts to piece
together the past.

Since Sarah realizes that the traumatic historgaated with race will never be
respectable, she attempts to displace the narratirace with the “master pattern”
narrative of class. Sarah elevates herself sodiliyarrying a doctor in her small
southern town. She exhibits a great deal of apxabbut maintaining the distinctions
between public and private spaces because bourngdoiglualism relies on privacy.
Privacy is keeping some parts of the self from @theowning it. The middle-class agent
must own property and perhaps more importantly rawst herself. Therefore, Sarah
cannot be a part of both the bourgeois individaatative, which requires ownership of
self, and the racial narrative, which precludes enship of self. Since the relationship
between “race” and “body” is developed through camity consensus, racial narratives
are completely outside of her personal controle Tnsion between these two

narratives—one that requires privacy and the dtinegrprecludes privacy—plays out in
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Sarah’s interior life.

Sarah is so riddled with anxiety and compulsiveesb®ns that Lizzie is
surprised to see Sarah'’s sleeping pills “arrangediyn in her dresser drawer” (140). Not
even Sarah’s daughter was aware that her mothdedesteeping pills. Sarah maintains
her privacy even in her family environment. The@te space of Sarah’s nightstand
drawer, the space where she stores the pills #ihat er mental distress, must be
perfectly ordered, as if any disorder might causewhole self-enterprise to collapse.

Sarah has created a stable life for herself thatrasts with the shame that her
mother’'s abandonment inflicted on the family. Sbhesleverything in her power to
ensure that Lizzie maintains this stable imagee &serts control over her household
and her daughter. Her house is so neat and orthatly.izzie is not allowed an afternoon
nap on the couch (55). Sarah projects this desirerfler onto her daughter with her
insistent concern for her respectability. She méieesappointments for Lizzie and
chastises Lizzie for calling her by her first nameerbal gesture she dismisses as an
inappropriate or “common” practice (55). Sarahrafiés to instill this same sense of
order in Lizzie, reducing her to one of the possessthat denotes the Du Bose’s
membership in the upper middle-class. Sarah gtlidescribes her daughter’s illness
and subsequent hospitalization as the moment wizelhad “no control over what
happened” (154). Sarah identifies control as tHatiwmakes the difference not only
between sickness and health but also between imreadd confinement.

The differences between the women’s approachegsiliing represent the
differences in their worldviews. Sarah deems thegieof Lizzie's quilt “unsettling”

because Lizzie organizes images from Grace’sHif@ semicircle which Sarah describes
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as “hopelessly jumbled” because life should beasgnted “like a line” (93). Obsessed
with maintaining a neat middle-class existenceaB@&ndorses a representational model
that operates under the premise that the “pastst pather than one that allows
controlled interactions between past, presentfatude (93). Rather than understanding
slavery as the core of her racial identity, Lizzéparates herself from the collective racial
narrative in order to create an individual narrativa complete image—that incorporates
only historical pieces that she deems appropritteflects Lizzie's process of self-
fashioning. The quilt empowers Lizzie to move fard/into the future. Thus, Perry
proposes quilting as the most appropriate apprtmoianaging the trauma of slavery.
Lizzie's relationship with Anthony Paul paralléler maturation process. A
printer by profession, Anthony Paul spends muchisfeisure time painting portraits of
enslaved women. As she becomes more intimatehahLizzie learns that Anthony
Paul dreams about her. His bedroom is filled hiatpay that transpose onto scenes of
her great-great grandmother Ayo’s life (182). De&spis benevolent intentions,
Anthony’s paintings freeze Lizzie into the imagehef ancestors. Anthony Paul serves
as a representation of neo-slave narratives whiblen read passively, draws readers into
traumatic racial narratives. Anthony Paul attentptselebrate Lizzie by bringing her into
his imaginary spaces. Lizzie has no control oves¢himages that connect her to slavery
and restrain her social and psychological freeddmdoing so, he robs her of agency.
Further, he has the potential to wed Lizzie andvdrar into the marriage plot that her
mother desires for her. As such, it is no surphse she rejects him at her moment of
maturity. Her separation from Anthony Paul représéer release from the final layer of

constraint that prevents her from being able tatera life outside of the shadow cast by
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her enslaved ancestors. Lizzie chooses to congrahleraction with traumatic historical
narratives through the quilt. This empowers hanternalize some parts of the
narratives while leaving behind other parts. Tlslng is able to “pass on” into the future.
Rather than live a life at the mercy of traumatstdrical narratives or classed narratives
of respectability, Lizzie chooses to dedicate Hertb the pursuit of a public good that
has nothing to do with race. She moves to Geoagieork for an organization that
supports the homeless. By the end of her storgi¢is grounded enough to help others

grow roots.

Ultimately, Perry’s novel is a parable about regdind writing. In the beginning
of the novel, Lizzie is an empathetic reader. Bgrinalizing family history, Lizzie loses
sight of her own life. As a result of her misguidedding practices, black identity
becomes a traumatic experience that makes it diffio move into the future. Lizzie’'s
experience supports Crummell’s assertion that steoeery was “a degrading thing, the
constant recalling of it to the mind serves, by t#vassociation, to degradation” (123).
By reliving her ancestor’s experiences, Lizzie lmes confined. But after she learns
how to quilt, to frame the experiences of her atoresith the comfort and security of her
own life, she is able to produce a racial identigyrative that suits her and gives her the
freedom to help others. The quilted structure Beaty uses in the novel facilitates

reading without conflation—memory rather than részion.
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Chapter Two
“Stay Black and Die”: Escaping the Canon in Paul Batty’s The White Boy Shuffle

“I looked forward to a time at which it would befsdor me to escape. | was too young to
think of doing so immediately; besides, | wishedearn how to write, as | might have
occasion to write my own pass. | consoled myséifiwhie hope that | should one day

find a good chance. Meanwhile, | would learn tot&/r(37).
Frederick Douglas$\arrative of the Life of Frederick Douglaék345)

“The literature of a country or of an age, as ldauid, is considered, and as arule is, a
fair reflection of the social conditions of thateagr country. But conventions, in
literature, as in religion, in politics and in salcisage, sometimes persist long past the
point where they correctly mirror the time. Thigaxticularly true where they are
confused by prejudice...This ‘Buy a Book Movemenirhiagine, was conceived with
this idea, that colored people should show thgar@gation of those of their own number
and those of their outside friends who should takechance of writing books which
treat the Negro fairly ” (176)

Charles Chesnutt, “The Negro in Books” (1916)
“l think that | am most excited about the fact that will have at our disposal the means
to edit an anthology that will define a canon ofiédn-American literature for
instructors and students at any institution whiehiges to teach a course in African-
American literature. Once our anthology is publgh® one will ever again be able to
use the unavailability of black texts as an exauseo teach our literature. A well-
marked anthology functions in the academygrieatea tradition, as well as to define and
preserve it” (31).

Henry Louis Gates Jr., Loose Canons Notes on tl@i@uVars (1992)

In his novel published just four years after myafiepigraph;The White Boy
Shuffle(1996), Paul Beatty suggests that the canonizéianGates celebrates has
resulted in oppressive literary categories thatenaHifficult to imagine a racially
affiliated “self” outside of historically entrenctieéacial discourse. In the post-civil rights
era, African Americans experience unprecedenteisioeedom. Yet, Beatty's novel

illustrates that literary texts and literary cngie remain so littered with the political

intentions of the past that they have become, mescases, even more restrictive than the
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social conditions to which they serve as an alt@érealn Beatty's estimation, canonical
literary forms freeze African Americans into steggees that preclude political action.
Beatty’s attitude towards the role of literaturebiack society represents a startling
departure from the attitudes that shaped the satkets in the tradition.

As my first epigraph illustrates, Frederick Douglasmderstands writing as a tool
for personal development and maturity culminatm@reéedom. Douglass’s narrative uses
the conventions of thelldungsromarto narrate his journey from boyhood to manhood,
with a focus on the role that writing would playoilass links enslavement, youth, and
illiteracy, on the one hand, and freedom, matugaty literacy, on the other. By the end
of his 1845 narrative, Frederick Douglass, thetfugj has succeeded in, at least
metaphorically, writ[ing his] own pass out of slaye

Just over seventy years later, Charles Chesnutt &ggks to literature as a force
of development. His focus, however, is on the migtof the race. My second epigraph
comes from a lengthy speech that Chesnutt deliviersdpport of the “Buy-a-Book-
Movement, ” led by Dr. Richard R. Wright, FrWright encouraged African Americans
to buy books written by black authors so that blelckdren mightdevelop“self-respect”
and “become acquainted as soon as possible withaibles that tell the story of their
race’sprogressin civilization” (The Southern Workmd1, my emphasis). Wright
understood literature as both a developing forcdlack children and a record of the

social development of the race.

15 Dr. Wright was a sociologist by training. He served as editor of theChristian Recorderan African
American periodical and voice of the African MetigidEpiscopal churcHrom 1909 to 1936. Wright
became a bishop in the same church. He also sas/president of Wilberforce University for one yaar
1941. For more on Richard Wright Jr,, see Kevirdgkio's biographical essay, "Won't Be Weighted
down’: Richard R. Wright, Jr.'s Contributions toc&d Work and Social Welfare.” For more on the
Christian Recordersee chapter 2 of Julius BaileyRace Patriotism: Protest and Print Culture in the
A.M.E. Church.
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In his contribution to the cause, Chesnutt lectume the necessity of supporting
black authors so that they might offer more reialistpresentations of black life to
combat the stereotypes so common in literaturees@utt’s endorsement of Wright's
efforts to get black books in black homes revdads, tfifty years after emancipation,
African American authors struggled to secure aumierio sustain their literary efforts
and demonstrate a fully formed and identifiabldéwel. In 1997, only seventy years after
Chesnutt’s speech, the post-civil rights era wiseesthe publication of thdorton
Anthology of African American Literatur&/hile there had been many African American
literary anthologies prior to the 1990’s, the pigesiof the W.W. Norton Company
signaled the entry of African American literatun¢a the center of American academic
culture!® As the introduction to the volume notes, thetshifm the margins to a
canonical position beside English and Americamdiigres should also be understood as a
moment of maturity similar to that at the end ofulass’shildungsroman(Gates et al.
xxix). With this maturity, African Americans wrotBemselves out of the literary margins
and into a set of conventions and expectationstabbat constituted African American
literature as a category.

Recent debatéSabout the utility of African American literaturs a
representative medium suggest that some Africanrfsare literary “conventions” have
continued to persist “long past the point wherg tb@rectly mirror the time” (Chesnutt

176). These critical conversations co-exist withtemporary literary explorations by

16 For more on this see Gates’ “The Master’s PiecesC@non Formation and the African American
Tradition.” South Atlantic Quarterl9.1 (1990): 89-111.

' InWhat Was African American Literaturé2011) Kenneth Warren contends that African American
literature is a product of a particular historipatiod characterized by the strictures of Jim Cragism
More recently, the March 2013 “Theories and MetHodies” section oPMLA was devoted to responses
to Kenneth Warren'sVhat Was African American Literatite
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African American writers who engage with the tramitof African American literature
even as they question its timeliness. In his 1996hThe White Boy Shuffl@aul
Beatty satirizes the autobiography of the blaclstats a young man. Through his
protagonist’s quest to gain public recognitiontics decidedly multicultural identity,
Beatty argues that literary canonization and ratisdourse codify African American
literature in ways that continue to perpetuatevitry stereotypes that Chesnutt hoped to
combat. In this moment of maturity, African Amemcigterature is too set in its ways to
allow the flexibility necessary to respond to ratis the twenty-first century. | maintain
that, in response to this problem, Beatty proptisasblack writers escape traditional
literary forms by turning to performance poetrynhich artists interact with audiences to
create literary forms that are responsive and,les@utt explains, “correct for their
time.” At the moment of his maturation The White Boy Shuffl&eatty’s protagonist
chooses to run away from his academic and statelatead affiliations to perform rather
than simply write about his black identity.

| analyze Beatty’s depiction of an African Amerigamet and his relationship to
literary forms and academic environments in suppbnby assertion that fugitive figures
in twentieth and twenty-first century African Ameain literature indicate the resistance
of some black authors to traditional African Amanditerary forms. In his essay, “Black
Crisis Shuffle: Fiction, Race and Simulation,” Roltl Murray asserts that Beatty uses
The White Boy Shuffte argue that the commodification of black cultbes created a
form of “blackness” that “is not an authentic gndufor communion, but rather a product
of mass culture industries such as cinema, tetaviand recorded music”’(215). Indeed,

Beatty’'s novel reflects his concern about the impécthe centralization of black culture
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on the day-to-day experience of blackness. Indh&pter, | pay attention to Beatty’s
emphasis on the role of the African American litgrtaadition in the commaodification of
black culture.

In particular, | examine Beatty’s depictions of teéationship between literature
and stereotypes. Beatty uses the Kaufman famitgglegy and Gunnar’s educational
experiences to critique both the African Americdéerary canon and academic discourses
about race. In the first section, | analyze Béattyanipulation of the protest novel.
Beatty enlivens the stagnant form by incorporatinig the text a variety of fictional
documents that serve as props in Beatty’'s narrggvibrmance. He infuses Gunnar’s
scenes of instruction with irony and meta-commentatdramatize both the negative
impact of the literary canon on black writers and tlestructive impact of liberal
discourses about race on academic spaces. Bedtigif manipulates the form by
including scenes of poetic performance in the nd@ehnar’s poetry evolves in
conjunction with his maturation and underscoresptbiat that canonical literary forms
perpetuate stereotypes and preclude the use m@ttlite for contemporary political gain.
Eventually, Gunnar discards written poetry all tivge in favor of poetic performance. In
the final section, | explore the black imaginargspto which Beatty's fugitive
protagonist retreats. The Bacchanalian Misery feggttions as a multicultural open mike
venue that encourages collective identity perforrean a protected space. This space
facilitates the shift from artificially categorizditerary representations of racial identity
toward local multicultural identity performances.

With TheWhite Boy ShuffleBeatty suggests that “maturity” has stifled Admc

American literature. In the early years of the 8&m American literary tradition,
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literature enabled African Americans and “theirsidé friends” to craft dynamic images
(Chesnutt 176). This was certainly the case forcafr Americans during the nineteenth-
century. As Carla Peterson explain®ioers of the Wor@1995), “fictional narratives
resisted teleology, offering [African American aoith] a discursive space for a larger
meditation on the ‘economics of freedom’ (149)ertly Louis Gates locates the roots of
the expanded discursive space that Peterson desanilbhe responsive origins of African
American narrative. Gates expounds, “Few litereaglitions have begun with such a
complex and curious relation to criticism: allegas of an absence led directly to a
presence, a literature often inextricably bound ghalogue with its harshest critics”
(Gates 2428). Thus, the earliest African Amerigatdn writers used writing to make
arguments for social equality, or, at least, to destrate the humanity and intelligence of
their people.

Valerie Smith makes an even bolder claim than G&teSelf-Discovery and
Authority in Afro-American Narrativgl987), she argues that both slave narrators and
other black protagonist narrators “affirm and legize their psychological autonomy by
telling the stories of their own lives” (2). Thi&mith understands writing as an act of
self-creation. However, Beatty’s novel suggests tiwa discursive space of African
American literature has not expanded enough tessmrt the diversity of African
American identity and experience in the post-aights period.

Beatty is not alone in his skepticism about theigigary forces that inhere
within literary communities to police literary textClaudia Tate’®sychoanalysis and
Black NovelsDesire and the Protocols of Race (1988}es that the disciplinary gaze is

rooted in local and intercommunity politics (9).eans and Truants: Race and Realism
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in African American Literatur¢2007), Gene Jarrett concludes that literary “déaolice
the boundaries of African American literature foeit own gain. Thus, traditional
African American authority figures are often uncenml to counter-normative racial
identity constructions.

In response, Beatty highlights performance poedrg enedium that enables artists
to construct identity narratives that rely on tleefprmance of culture rather than
adherence to restrictive categories. Politicalstasice to master narratives functioned for
many years as a central aim of African Americagrditure. This habit left little room for
the articulation of black identities or politicaleologies that fell outside of or between
the racial political discourses currently includedhe African American literary canon.
By adopting a “collage” approach to narration—tise of a variety of fictional
documents to tell Gunnar’s story—Beatty articulatestiple political positions
simultaneously and creates a text that defies geadkssification.

The novel begins during Gunnar Kaufman’s middleostlyears in Santa Monica,
California. Gunnar and his two sisters are raisetib single mother and have limited
interaction with their sexually-abusive father, R¢aufman. In the early chapters,
Gunnar narrates his anxieties about his life a®itig African American in his middle
school class in Santa Monica, California. Desgiterhetoric of racial diversity that
permeates the middle school curriculum, Gunnarsfibdifficult to feel comfortable in
an environment where he is known as “funny cootllguy” instead of by his name.

After realizing that her children have no desirspend time with other black
children, Gunnar’s mother, Brenda, moves her famoilg West Los Angeles

neighborhood called Hillside (41). Gunnar finddifticult to fit in socially in his new

78



neighborhood because he never learned how to ahtertn other people of color in

Santa Monica. Eventually, Gunnar becomes friendls Wick Scoby, an academically-
gifted and athletically-inclined African Americatassmate, and Psycho Loco, the leader
of the gang with which Gunnar becomes affiliaté@, Gun-Toting Hooligans.

Despite his comfort level in Hillside, Gunnar stéels compelled to cycle
through a series of reductive black identity stgnees like “basketball player” and
“gangbanger” in order to fit in. These stereotypeshis only options if he wants to be
acknowledged in Hillside, just as “funny cool blagky” was the only option for him to
be acknowledged socially in Santa Monica. The ¢mig connection Gunnar feels with
racial identity comes during the Los Angeles riatsvhich he participates by helping the
Gun Toting Hooligans steal a safe from the Montggnvgard department store.

After he graduates from high school, Gunnar gdewdoston University as a
married man since Psycho Loco uses some of thenstobney to purchase Gunnar a
Japanese mail order bride named Yoshiko. Whenrheeaiin Boston, Gunnar learns that
he has become a famous poet. His disgust withrtipgieess of the political movements
he encounters translates directly to his growirsglain for written poetry, which he
understands as political propaganda. When askeedliteer a televised speech, he
advocates that people without true political cotigit commit suicide. Gunnar’s
disenchantment with poetry reflects Beatty’'s comtagnabout literary forms that
“fossilize thoughts” rather than affording Afric&mericans flexibility to define their
racial identities and political motivations (205).

Gunnar’s best friend, Nick Scoby, tags along tstBo University, but unlike

Gunnar, who has the support of Yoshiko, Scoby ceadapt to the college environment
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and eventually commits suicide. After Scoby’s deatrangers begin sending Gunnar
suicide poems. Moved by Scoby’s and the suicidéshocemmitment to action, Gunnar
decides to forsake all his affiliations. He retutodillside with his pregnant wife. They
hide from the police and become fugitives. Gunngatker uses a searchlight helicopter
to locate and follow them. The searchlight enstites visibility.

In a surprising turn, Gunnar and Yoshiko enjoyitluenination. They find that
the spotlight associated with criminals on the from the police makes them feel free.
They no longer feel bound by the stereotypes ptejeanto their bodies because the
spotlight marks them as delinquent. Therefore, teeyfree to live outside all social
rules. They enjoy the visibility so much that Ydahdecides to give birth in Reynier
Park under the light of the helicopter. After thgsode, people from the neighborhood
return to the spot and, under the illuminationhaf searchlight, regularly perform
monologues for the public. They call these eveB&scthanalian Misery Fests” and
envision them as the scaffold for a community afividuals rather than a racial monolith.

Re-packaqing the Protest Novel

The White Boy Shuffle a “fugitive form.” Beatty structures the novigke a
performance in order to resist the codificatiort titéends the centrality of African
American literature. Protest has such a distingtnessence in African American literature
that some critics go as far as to assert thah@llliterature is protest literature. The
African American literary tradition has changedraag deal since the nineteenth-century
when slave narratives were offered as evidenckeohtimanity of enslaved people.
Nonetheless, scholars like Henry Louis Gates itisedtone of the primary goals of

African American literature is to respond to mastarratives that affirm racial
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inequality!8 Resistance to such narratives has resultedeh @ Smaster counter-
narratives” that revolve around a set of stereaslpiesponses to the more familiar ones.
Despite their emphasis on a black protagonist, sactatives underscore and amplify the
power of the master narrative. As Beatty illussateough Gunnar's commentary, the
pressure to respond to the concerns of criticddiamuch African American literature
brimming over with stereotypical images as largéhasstereotypes they oppose.

Rather than perpetuate stereotypes in his novelitydeesists by using language
that is active rather than static. Nick Scoby leegtiains this idea during a conversation
with Gunnar about the distinctions between poet music. Scoby says, “That’s why
your poems can never be no more than descriptiblife.oThe page is finite. Once you
put the words down on paper, you've fossilized yithaught” (205). Here, Beatty reveals
his concern that literature, “words down on pap&eézes black culture into oppressive
stereotypes. Instead, Beatty’'s postmodern noveitimms more like a spoken word
poem—a performance—than a written poem or a cormadtAfrican American novel.

Beatty resists literary categorization by insigton blurring the lines between
literary forms. In his essay, “Paul Beatty’s WHitey Shuffle Blues: Jazz Poetry, John
Coltrane, and the Post-Soul Aesthetic,” BertrameAatgues that Beatty employs an
“improvisational sensibility” to make “music on tipage” (113). Rather than
understanding Beatty's improvisational organizatssran attempt to mimic jazz, |

understand it as a reflection of Beatty’s spokendimackground. Beatty stages

18 |n his essay, “Talking Black: Critical Signs of thianes,” Gates asserts that African American liiene
is unique because of its relationship to its csitithe scholar discerns, “Few literary traditioasdnbegun

with such a complex and curious relation to cistigi allegations of an absence led directly to aquree, a
literature often inextricably bound in a dialogughats harshest critics” (Gates 2428).
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performances within the novel in order to maketéehe an active entity that must be
negotiated rather than passively read.

In an effort to resist “fossilization,” Beatty inales images, letters, safe
combinations, radio recording transcripts, meta{o@mtary, and, most importantly,
poetic performances to draw attention to the failoirtraditional literature to reflect the
nuances of black identity in the twentieth centuHe relies on a variety of
representational strategies to capture the contglekracial identity in the post-civil
rights eraThe White Boy Shuffle comprised of documents that serve as stagesprop
Beatty uses a variety of media forms to illusttatg life must be witnessed and
experienced rather than simply narrated. Whentslioco makes a highly anticipated
discovery--the combination to a safe stolen dutirggLos Angeles riots--Beatty shows
the reader the combination. Beatty evokes Gunréivashiko’s first romantic evening
by including the chorus of Al Green’s “Here | ani7Q). Beatty devotes a half page to an
inky handprint that Gunnar sends Yoshiko in a lielatetter (195). Rather than a
conventional protest novelhe White Boy Shufffenctions more as a staged production.

From the first sentence of the first chaptemtBes protagonist outlines his
strategy for countering stereotypical racial navest. He undermines those narratives
with irony. In a dramatic aside more common toeathcal performance, Gunnar
positions himself as an improbable African Amerit&no. He announces, “Unlike the
typical bluesy earthy folksy denim overalls nohtethe-face-of-cracker-racism aw
shucks Pulitzer-Prize-winning protagonist mojo nsdgack man, | am not the seventh

son of a seventh son. | wish | were, but fate sltbnme by six brothers and three uncles”
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(5). The character, himself a writer, breaks thetfowall by acknowledging that his
story does not meet literary expectations.

Beatty's choice to alliterate and hyphenate “Pal#rize-winning protagonist”
conflates the protagonist and author and servesets-commentary, suggesting that
African American authors are rewarded for erasirgline between fact and fiction.
Beatty draws attention to the weight that fictioregiresentations place on the lives of
real African Americans. The conflation also suggeisat Paul Beatty himself feels
pressure to conform to the unreasonable standéttie bterary canon. Gunnar’s
sarcasm reveals his contempt for a romanticizect&irAmerican literary history, as
illustrated by his use of sarcastic phrases su¢hase-in-the-face-of-cracker-racism”
and “aw shucks.”

While the tone denotes concern that Gunnar willlietup to the standards
established by the series of superhuman charabtrprecede him, his actions align him
with the African American literary tradition. By ting that he is not the “seventh son of
the seventh son,” Gunnar recalls W.E.B. Du Boigsatdiption of the black man as a
“seventh son born with a veil and gifted with tleesnd sight” (10). Yet, Gunnar’'s
suggestion that even the gift of double consciossedudes him is ironic because his
entire opening monologue is self-reflexive andrlanfirms that he does indeed
experience double consciousness. Despite his doobkciousness, however, Gunnar
does not feel connected to a supportive raciallfardie illustrates this lack with his
comment that fate shorted him by six brothers &neketuncles. Thus, in the opening
lines of the novel, Beatty suggests that the Iiteteadition that precedehe White Boy

Shufflefunctions only as an anxiety-producing set ofabstereotypes. These stereotypes
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haunt black authors rather than establish a rao@munity united by a literary tradition.
As a result of his confusion about his positiothia African American literary tradition,
Gunnar is resistant. Yet, he feels doomed to repldatarratives.

Indeed, Gunnar’s use of meta-commentary, lengthiesees, and compounded
adjectives reveal the burden that literary hisfgdaces on both author and character. The
mention of “bluesy earthy folksy denim overallstalis Richard Wright's imperative in
“Blueprint for Negro Writing” to record African Amigcan folk practices and quotidian
experiences rather than mimic Western literatlifehe image of the “mojo magic black
man” recalls the conjure figures that inhabit sarnmeteenth-century African American
literary texts 20 Gunnar neither considers himself folksy nor magBaatty writes this
sentence with only one comma and no conjuncti¢ns suggesting that generations of
stereotypical images pile one on top of the otheéhé pages of African American protest
novels.

Beatty's concern about the Pulitzer Prize marksahigety that he may not be
able to live up to his predecessors. Gunnar lasnéhbe chieftains and queens who sit
on top of old Mount Kilimanjaro left me out of tkell. They bequeathed me nothing,
stingy bastards. Cruelly cheating me of my mythmalginheritance, my aboriginal

superpowers” (5). Through his comment about théeftdins and queens on Mount

19 Richard Wright's 1937 essay, “Blueprint for MedVriting,” was published in the literary magazine
New Challengeln the essay, Wright condemns his contempor#wieseglecting to produce literature for
an African American audience with the explicit goipreserving black folkloric expressions in fawdr
“escaping the harsh lot of their race” by producwiing that mimicked the conventions of the Weste
tradition. In Wright's estimation such literaturelyp functioned to beg the question of “Negro hunhghi
rather than using literature as a tool in the dgwelent of a Black Nationalist identity.

20 For example, Charles Chestnut’s short storideciald inThe Conjure TaleandThe Wife of His Youth
contain conjure figures who assert supernaturalgpdhat disrupts the social power of white autlyorit
figures. Even more specifically, we might consithés line as a reference to Frederick Douglasgovic
over the brutal overseer Covey that he attribudes pirotective “root” he was given by an older slav
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Kilimanjaro,” Gunnar expresses bitterness thatdeerot received a useable “African”
heritage. From the outset, Beatty establishes Guama self-effacing antihero
reminiscent of the unnamed protagonist$ite Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man
andThe Invisible ManLike those characters, Gunnar acknowledges hiscgaomfort
with the African American literary tradition thatqeedes him. In contrast to Johnson and
Ellison, however, he mocks the tradition in a wlagttrecalls a staged performance, filled
with asides to the audience, rather than the samess of Johnson and Ellison.

Despite his disparaging comments about African Acaerliterary history,
Gunnar Kaufman desires to be part of it. He folldwgsanxiety-laden first sentence with
his “wish” to be a celebrated literary figure. Yedther than inheriting a respectable
heritage, Gunnar feels “preordained by a set okwamed DNA to shuffle in the
footsteps of a long cowardly queue of coons” Bgatty uses Gunnar to illustrate
African American authors’ desires to signify on thieican American literary tradition
without being confined by it. Yet, Gunnar’'s commeuaggests something more.

Not only does Gunnar feel disconnected from theibekfrican American
figures he mentions in the first sentence, he fasis burdened by less admirable
characters. Gunnar irreverently references liyeligures such as Bigger Thomas, the
“invisible man,” and the “ex-colored man,” who catibe celebrated for their courage,
wise decisions, or loyalty to the race. He mouhesloss of a gallant African American
identity rooted in shared political goals. ThugaBy’s protagonist regrets that he is
embedded in narrative histories that preclude momfconstructing an unencumbered
image of self.

Literary Genealogy
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As a black writer, Gunnar inhabits the crossroagts/ben creating literature and
being created by literature. He understands Afrisarerican figures of the past only as
champions who respond to racism by using theiitedslto “strike down race politic
evildoers,” or cowards who avoid racial confroraas (5). Gunnar cannot relate to either
set of characters. In his opinion, the disappogset of stories that make up the African
American literary tradition only emphasizes thdeatiénces between his life and the lives
of the men in these stories. His life pales in panson, which accounts for his assertion
that he has been “cheat[ed] out of [his] mytholabinheritance” (5). The prominence of
racial stereotypes and master narratives in Afrisarerican literature makes this
literature useless for Gunnar and his contempaarie

Beatty underscores the tension between the Afiigaarican literary tradition
and Gunnar’s everyday life with his mother’s reeotion of the Kaufman genealogical
history, which reads as a satire of African Amarititerary history. His ancestor,
Euripides Kaufman, is a cunning salesman who is tbbuy his way out of slavery at
the age of nine by charging people to rub his Heatlick (8). Further, he saves his own
life by betraying other African Americans (10). Bhleuripides is a character who takes
advantage of the commaodification of the black bbgselling his own body to buy his
freedom rather than emphasizing his own humanitys $tory suggests that the genre of
the slave narrative exploits the black body as nash functions as a petition for black
liberation. In another scene from Gunnar’s famiktéry, Swen Kaufman is a free man
who travels south and willingly becomes a slavé $ashe can have the freedom to
elevate his experience of slavery to high art. Sisendancer who lives and works on a

plantation because he finds it a rich source adtaztinspiration (13). His plantation
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musicals reify stereotypes of slavery for bothgessonal pleasure and the pleasure of his
white audience. Here, Beatty invites the readeotwsider that neo-slave narratives and
other art forms dramatizing plantation life celdbralavery and perpetuate stereotypes.
Beatty’s tale of Wolfgang Kaufman suggests thatdture produced during the Civil
Rights era dramatized the struggles of those imtbeement and secured a measure of
fame for the authors. Wolfgang works as a steartigt during this period (18). His signs
maintain the distinctions between “white” and “a@d” facilities for all but Wolfgang,

who was known to slip into the white bathroom wihegessary (18). As elite leaders of
the movement, men like Wolfgang were granted moogsaccess than most African
Americans.

All of Gunnar’s ancestors are named for famous pe@o artists, and all use their
art to negotiate the boundaries between persoeedlém and social restriction at the
expense of other African Americans as well as tbein personal pride. Beatty invites
readers to make connections between Euripidestatha, early slave narratives, Swen’s
story, neo-slave narratives, and texts that empédke distinctions between black
culture and white culture during the Civil RightaeThis satirical literary history
suggests that such literature has reinforced céis&inarratives rather than offer
narratives that protest injustice.

Gunnar’s relationship with his father also refledBeatty’s opinions about the
influence of the African American literary traditimn black writers. Rolf Kaufman
functions as a parody of the black artist who pergies damaging stereotypes about
African Americans. Rolf is a police officer for tih®s Angeles Police Department,

known for its association with racial violence. RelGunnar’s only connection to a
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genealogical narrative that connects him to slgvemy represents the history of racial
violence that penetrates and scars Gunnar's psyaddng it difficult for him to
construct his own sense of identity. Rolf’s jolidgegulate society. Although he has
limited interactions with Gunnar, he finds waysemind his son that he is a “Kaufman”
and must act accordingly (92). For example, he ro@unnar’s request for a basketball,
but he also sends a bod#gaven Is a Playgroun(®2). The book is described as “a
sports journalist’s treatise on a pack of inney-8itooklynites who spend the better part
of their days scampering around a basketball dowotvn as the hole” (92). Gunnar
continues, “Inside my father had scribbled a ntead this and remember you're a
Kaufman, and not one of the black misfits sociataly detailed herein’ (92). Gunnar’s
father uses a literary text replete with stereagyimewarn him against becoming a
particular type of black man. Beatty uses almosteeharacter in the novel to reinforce
the idea that literature perpetuates stereotypitagjes of African Americans.

Rolf's assertion of his last name as a standar&ftornar’s behavior represents
his role in trying to force his son to conform ticel order. Gunnar must fit himself into
stereotypical narratives but is not allowed to dewhich narrative he must conform to.
Instead, Rolf insists on choosing for Gunnar. Heaspermitted to become a “basketball
guy.”! Further, Rolf uses the word “sociological” whishsimilar to the word
“anthropological” that appears in the title of #alection of Gunnar’s published poetry.
Here, Beatty suggests that texts become spaceg Wharans are converted into
scientific objects of study without their consent.

Since Gunnar’s mother is an orphan who adopte&#utman family history as

21 For more on the role of basketball and stereotypéise novel see Tracy Curtis’ “Basketball’s Demand
in Paul Beatty’sThe White Boy Shuffle
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her own, Rolf is Gunnar’s only connection to bl#&tkerican history (6). Gunnar’s abuse
at the hands of his father characterizes his oglahip to African American history as
violent. Gunnar’s history derives from his progenitan abuser and a police officer who
enforces social restriction. Gunnar laments, “Healkness shadowed my shame from sun
to sun. His history was my history. A reprobateestiy that snuggled up to me and
tucked me in at night. In the morning it kissed onethe back of the neck, plopped its
dick in my hands, and asked me to blow reveillel) (Beatty uses the homophone pair
sun/son to make the point that the shadow of shaupassed through generations from
son to son and is felt around the clock, from seto sunset. Even Gunnar’'s most
intimate moments, before falling asleep at nigltt before rising for the day, are haunted
by memories of his father’s sexual abuse, whichttdikens to traumatic stories of
African American history.

Gunnar’s conflation of those two sources of gines, father and his familial
history, suggests that he believes them to be ndehe same. Both his history and his
father have molested him. Both demand militarg-ldonformity to racial stereotypes, as
indicated through his imagined trumpet playing ohiatary call to arise. Gunnar
simultaneously mourns the loss of a usable pastaratcessible caring father, either or
both of which could have provided him with a mooasistent narrative for his life.
Instead, the shame that Gunnar feels casts a “shade has internalized the ghostly
specter of genealogy that leaves emptiness abhes Rather than having a guiding
ancestral history that pushes him towards greathesisas a “reprobate” ancestry that
predestines him for damnation. Gunnar must flez hifgtory rather than be emotionally

stunted by it. By offering this literary history &nnar’s genealogical narrative, Beatty
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directly connects Gunnar’s anxiety as a poet &vdity history.

The Canonical Classroom

Beatty suggests that the institutionalization trlry study codifies reading in
ways that conflate African American literature akfdican American life. Such
conflations reify restrictive stereotypes. Thusyatives of racial strife overshadow the
contemporary quotidian experience of real Africanekicans. As Hortense Spillers
explains in “All the Things That You’d Be By Now $igmund Freud’s Wife Was Your
Mother,” in the past African American individualityas overlooked because the African
American “individual” operated as a synecdochettiermasses (378). In short, every
black persons the race (Spillers 378).

This concept informs Beatty’s depiction of Gunnafsmentary school family
tree presentation. Beatty uses this scene to gasstions about the use of African
American literature in the classroom. In his alaem, Gunnar’s history, a literary
history, is discussed in relation to black historgnth. This practice ensures that
literature will be reduced to racial politics. Adihgh Gunnar is ashamed of the Kaufman
genealogy, the reception of his ridiculous familyres clarifies the way African
American literary history can seemingly stand inAdfrican American family history.
When the students in Gunnar’s elementary schoet@ee asked to create “family trees,”
“most kids could only go back as far as their grardnts” (11). Gunnar’s fanciful
genealogical renderings make him a classroom stause, as Spillers suggests,
Gunnar’s stories stand in for the lost history isflilack classmates. Beatty uses the
Kaufman family legacy as a parody of African Amanditerary history to suggest that

African Americans must choose between affiliatiathvibuffoonery, the unreality of the
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“poster board Negro heroes,” or nothing at all (I3gnnar must either accept a set of
restrictive protocols that force him to sacrificpat of his own potential—all of the
Kaufmans are “cowards” and “race traitors"—or motira loss of a guiding identity
narrative. Whether he accepts or rejects the gegeal narrative, he loses. Gunnar’s
dilemma reflects the condition of post-civil riglifrican Americans who inherit a body
of protest literature whose broad strokes redueg thdividual lives to political positions.
This problem is intensified when literary scholatth political agendas, like Gunnar’s
teachers in Santa Monica, use literature as atfgalimarionette” rather than a true
celebration of literature for its own sake as Hemoyis Gates asserts iimose Canons
Beatty suggests that outside the context of paliticovements for black

liberation, African American literature appeardta series of negotiations between
self-sacrifice and cowardice. Just as Gunnar’slfalmstory captivated all the African
American students in his class because it filledgaps in their own family trees, African
American literature stands in as the representalioistory of the day-to-day experiences
of the race. But, African Americans can no longentto African American literary
history for a “blueprint.” Beatty's text marks tilgeef surrounding the loss of a unified
political movement and suggests that, when takesiaeiof its historical context,
canonical African American literature cannot previfrican Americans with a model
for developing a black identity and culture.

Gunnar’s classroom experiences prove the lieaerfantasyhat racial problems
can be solved by liberal discourses that embragleficlindness”’—the assertion that
individuals need not see meaning in skin colortdad, Gunnar’s experiences suggest

that colorblindness only perpetuates stereotypagtmpving the topic of race from day-

91



to-day conversation, thereby making it impossibleréal people to challenge stereotypes.
The authority figures associated with Gunnar’s falreducation in 1980s Santa Monica,
California train him to reduce himself to a steypet rather than to explore the diversity

of black identity.

Beatty likely chooses Santa Monica becauseitiidas a unique history of
radical politics. Although most leftist politicalowements are associated with the
working class, labor groups, and student movem&asta Monica hosted a rare group
of solidly middle-class citizens who formed a lief&ning political coalition, Santa
Monicans for Renters’ Rights, and voted membetd@icoalition into controlling
positions on the city council (Kann 18). Unfortuelgt as Mark Kann explains Middle-
class Radicalism in Santa Monidae “quiche and Perrier” liberals reverted to enor
traditional forms of elitism after they rose to paw225). Thus, Santa Monica embodies
the tenor of white liberalism behind Beatty’'s rendg of Gunnar’s experience in the
classroom.

Whereas the ambivalent middle-class white charasigeak of acceptance and
empowerment for people of color, their day-to-degcpices, like those of the real people
in Santa Monica in the 1980s, “gravitated towasml rituals of mainstream ‘bourgeois’
politics” (Kann 225). Ms. Cegeny, Gunnar’s teaclsargles out the non-white students.
She opts to wear a t-shirt proclaiming the humawitgthnic groups while “pay[ing]
special attention to [Gunnar], Salvador Aguacaéearid Sheila Watanabe” (28). In
addition, “she take[s] care to point out the muilticralist propaganda of colorblindness
“posted above the blackboard” (29). The tensidweenthe pretense of not seeing race

and the reality of paying race “special attentioahfuses Gunnar. As a result, he is self-
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conscious about race but lives in a world thatgeéto allow him to discuss it directly.
Gunnar, therefore, cannot resolve his concerns.

Beatty uses Gunnar’s social life in Santa Monicdraomatize the ways in which
the refusal to acknowledge race in meaningful wagsilts in an environment filled with
placeholders that flatten individuals into stergety. In the classroom, Gunnar occupies
the position of “funny cool black guy” becauseldree provides a description
approaching his actual identity while “maintainipglitically correct semiotics” (27).
Beatty describes the multicultural classroom asranronment where “funny cool black
guy” erases Gunnar’'s name, personaltyd even physical characteristics. Even
Gunnar’s doctor turns to Gunnar during his exarmasia “Oh, you're one of those funny
cool black guys aren’t you?” (31) The stereotypidahtity imposed on Gunnar becomes
inextricable from his person. It is so much a dtim that his doctor can diagnose it.
Beatty uses the doctor’s ironic comment to drawrdibn to the falsehood inherent in the
refusal to “see” color. The rhetoric of colorblires denies the complexity of difference,
which makes it difficult for Gunnar to understanthkelf as more than a stock character
in Santa Monica’s multicultural play.

Despite the pervasiveness of colorblindness, Gusreware that he exceeds the
boundaries of the identity assigned to him in tlssroom. Thus, Gunnar dislikes the
confinement of academic spaces and imagines egcapthe colorful freedom of his
weekends:

We’'d make plans to spend the weekend at the beanohjng in the
shoreline’s warm chromatics and filling in the dhibod’s abstract
impressionism coloring books with our own definmtsoof color, trying our
hardest not to stay inside the lines. (34)

On these weekends, Gunnar enjoys the freedomftchshcolor according to his mood.
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He revels in the ability to live outside color ‘#8.” He describes the pleasure of his
experience of the shoreline in terms of color; ‘mathromatics” feature prominently in
his fantasy and form a contrast to his colorleassrioom. He enjoys the freedom to
discard rigidity for impressionism. On the beaGlinnar is no longer frozen into a
stereotype based on the “color” of his skin whiég®ple pretend that color does not exist.
To underscore the value of color, Beatty connecisrfar’'s emotions with each of four
colors, “Blue, Psychedelic, White and Black.” loimy so, Beatty includes “blue” and
“psychedelic,” which are not associated with radeese colors, which disrupt racial-
political discourse, describe both the concretasees of childhood, “slurpee blue
tongues” and splashing in the “blue of the oceand disorderly manic feelings
associated with childhood: “when you’re young, pmaelic is a primary color and a
most mesmerizing high” (35). Gunnar’s childhoodagsigres exist outside of the
confinements of racial discourse. The colors atleetred to active moments in his life—
his flesh. Thus, his “real” life is placed in oppiam to academic discourses associated
with literary canonization.

Yet, Gunnar also expresses an acute awareness obiisequences of American
life in black and white. He describes white as “x@ulsion of colors encumbered by
self-awareness and pigment” (35). His thought ssigghat whiteness represents the
freedom to live without the self-reflexivity thabmes from understanding how a person
sees another person in a raced body. White igd¢ieeldm to live without color. Even
more tellingly, Gunnar describes black as a spadad@andonment and confusing
restriction. He laments, “Black was an unwanted alogndoned in the forest that finds

its way home by fording flooded rivers and hitchhgin the beds of pickup trucks and
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arrives at its destination only to be taken foaarade to the desert” (35). For Gunnar,
being black reduces him to a dog that is unwarmtdgte only space he understands as
home. His attempts at acceptance by the major@yudile efforts since to fight to return
home will only result in the creation of an evenrendaunting obstacle—"a car ride to
the desert.” Gunnar understands blackness as tiendust as his genealogical history
imposes an identity on him, his formal educatioapss his perception of himself. Beatty
connects both experiences to the African Ameridanalry tradition.

Gunnar sees himself as both a child and psychedddel, in black and white. Yet,
he must live in a world that reduces him to “furoopl black guy.” Despite such
restrictions, Gunnar had the consolation of beinlg o color outside of the lines as a
“beach bum” who breaks the law on the weekends/eNleeless, his weekend escapes to
live outside the color lines bring him to the atien of the Santa Monica police
department for breaking the law (47). The forces Heek social order discipline Gunnar
for stepping outside of his boundaries. Regardi@éssinar performs a variety of active,
multifaceted, and sometimes universal cultural fizas that he describes as blue and
psychedelic. Despite the colorblind academic sgttat reduces his life to literary
history, Gunnar understands that he exceeds thedaoes of the literary canon and
liberal rhetorics that permeate his education.

Poetic Blackness

Beatty strategically positions poems and poetiégosrances throughout his
novel in an effort to illustrate that conventioddtican American literature does not
provide the freedom of expression necessary t@sept contemporary African

American identity. Gunnar’s feelings of confinemamhich he associates with the
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African American literary tradition, reflect Beayown difficulties using traditional
forms of African American literature to articulatecial identity in the post-civil rights
era. Both Gunnar Kaufman and Paul Beatty are pédtike Gunnar, Beatty moved from
Los Angeles to Boston to attend Boston Universitg.completed a degree in
psychology, eventually earning a master’'s degreabdrsubject. He eventually fled the
restrictions of his degree program in pursuit se#ting--a creative writing program-- that
would provide him freer expression just as Guntess Boston. Performance poetry with
the Nuyorican Poetry group provided the avenueutinovhich Beatty’s talent first
captured the public eye. Thus, like Gunnar Kaufnfaul Beatty turned to spoken word
poetry as a medium for self-expression.

As a result of his educational experiences infortmgthe literary canon,
Gunnar’s first poem is constrained and bound té¢sidi, the poor neighborhood filled
with people of color to which his mother relocaties family. Gunnar produces the poem
after being sexually abused by two neighborhoold ¢82). Once again, Gunnar’s
connection to the African American experience soagted with a sexual assault thereby
suggesting that violent narratives of African Angan history are imposed on the
character against his will and result in psychatagtrauma. The poem that Gunnar
produces is a concrete poem that appears as a eégtaggered blocks reminiscent of
bricks or city blocks. To underscore the connectibthe poem to the confinement

Gunnar feels in Hillside, the poem is spray-pairdadhe side of a wall with the same

22 paul Beatty denies the connection between himseliGunnar Kaufman; nevertheless, it is difficult to
overlook the similarities between their lives. PBahtty was interviewed twice by BOMB magazine,®nc
by Christian Haye in 1994 and again in 2000 by R&havers. When asked in the second interview if he
was similar to Gunnar Kaufman, Paul Beatty respdnte terms of the more obvious things—mom and
two sisters, L.A., New York. But most of it isn95 percent of it is made up. Tuffy is more like mthink,
than Gunnar Kaufman froihe White Boy ShuffleAlso of note, Beatty admits that the Bacchamalia
Misery Fest is a “reflection on the Nuyorican thihg
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stencil that his “great-great-uncle Wolfgang useda his Jim Crow handiwork” (86).
Here, Beatty highlights the connections among #ggegation that accompanied Jim
Crow racism, the segregation of Hillside from thealthy community at the top of the
hill, and the segregated literary canon. The bkatist is mandated to have intercourse
with the black community and thus produces worlkineable from his local community.
This is a difficult situation for Gunnar becausdaes not reflect the reality of his life
since he grew up in Santa Monica rather than ldéisGunnar’s “educational
experiences” have forced him into a stereotypedbas not reflect the totality of his life
experiences.

Gunnar’s poem reflects his dilemma. The speakesrites his process of
“searching for ghetto muses” (86). Instead of firgpihe Greek muses that he seeks, he
can only find inspiration in his friend who “pickeng a jailhouse phone” and says “Yo
nigger, you got to come down and get me out.” (8&nnar is not moved to celebrate
the “concrete” or “s.0.s a.p.b. 911 electronic pray (86). Instead, his muse is the person
who tries to escape confinement (86). It is impurta note that this figure uses
vernacular language to articulate his desires,gsssunnar relies heavily on vernacular
language in his poetry. Beatty does not suggesbthek writers either adopt or reject
vernacular language or black culture. Instead,dweeates that being forced to choose
between “Thalia,” the muse or “the rusted barba shopping cart” limits the range of
the black poet. Similarly, codifying literature antacially distinct canons does not make
sense to Beatty.

Gunnar’s poetry continues to reflect his feelinfsonfinement. His next

occasion for poetry is the funeral of one of hitofe Gun Toting Hooligans. The poem,
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“Elegy for a Vicious Midget,” emphasizes Pumpkidisninutive size. His “homunculus
casket” denotes that he was not given the oppayttmifully develop. Gunnar’s poetry is
similarly stunted by external limitations. In trext that follows the poem, Gunnar
reflects on the practice of “duel[ing] in imprompterse; tankas at seven paces or
sestinas at noon” (105). This phrase is contradictmce complex poetic structures like
tankas and sestinas cannot very well be producptbimptu. Thus, poetry that is
supposedly a spontaneous production is actuallyngl down to the syllable. Similarly,
the violence of Hillside appears to be spontane@masunavoidable, yet it is actually an
organized response to social structures as limasthe structure of a sestina. The
confinement of Hillside leads to violence, andhibsld not be celebrated. Beatty's
humorous descriptions of using poetry as a weaiens poetry to violence and suggests
that the arbitrary boundaries around literaturemboe harm than good. Segregated
literature intensifies stereotypes and injuresaiathan liberates people of color.

Gunnar’s description of poetic dueling is immedwfellowed by a poem that,
unlike the one about “ghetto muses” or Pumpkinggglis not embedded in the storyline
of the novel. The stand-alone poem, “Home Growaggests that living in a stereotyped
community prevents its members from getting to kitle@mselves or each other. The
“young G” in the poem comes to the realization t@tdoes not know what the men
“he’s grown up with/traded comic books with/beestéel for VD with” are “really like”
(106). He only knows that they are “niggers wheetdt06). Beatty uses the racial
epithet to flatten the men. The “care” the spea@escribes is not personal affection since
the men do not really “know” each other. Inste&éytare reduced to an externally

defined community that generally “cares” aboutgbme things. They can only access a
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superficial understanding of their “cares.” The naea described as “asleep under a
blanket of smoke” that simultaneously connects tlaeh confines them (105). They are
disconnected from the world outside the smoke aadgnted from seeing each other.
Segregated and stereotyped literature createsaaKél of smoke” around black writers,
which defeats the purpose of black literature tmré the quotidian experience of black
people and resist injustice. Beatty’s satirica agpoetry in gang fights and the “Home
Grown” poem suggests that conventional African Anger literary forms perpetuate
stereotypes that efface the individual identitiedfoican Americans.

As the story progresses, Gunnar increasingly l@stsin conventional poetry.
After learning about the jury’s decision in the Re#g King trial, Gunnar experiences “a
rage that couldn’t be dealt with in a poem” (131¢. goes on to explain, “ Even at its
most reflective or its angriest, my poetry waddithore than an opiate devoted to
pacifying my cynicism...the American poet was a ¢&#tle, a whiner, at best an
instigator (131). Gunnar is skeptical that poettg combat racism. Instead, he believes
that it functions as an empty discussion much‘idaorblindness” in Santa Monica.
Scoby pushes Gunnar’s skepticism even further. &\thgdy are looting a store, Gunnar
recites, “What happens to a dream deferred” (13d9by answers, “Fuck Langston
Hughes. | bet when they rioted in Harlem, Langgionhhis” (134). So, while Gunnar
understands poets as empty mouthpieces, Scobystadiat the poet is a traitor who
deserves to “get his” in revolutionary moments. ikg8eatty characterizes conventional
literature as a problem rather than a solutioratism. Langston Hughes, in Scoby’s
estimation, is someone who deserves punishmerdrrdthn celebration. These moments

reveal a line of inquiry concerning the relatiomshetween African American literature

99



and racial politics. Beatty suggests that literatun this instance poetry--is not only
impotent but also misleading. Gunnar does not varitg new poems after the Rodney
King riots. Instead, the poems embedded in the Irefter the riot scenes are, tellingly,
poems that Gunnar wrote in his past that readersausiake assumptions about him.

When Gunnar attends the first meeting of his ereatriting class at Boston
University, he learns that his poetry has been tsedase his individual identity and
replace him with a stereotype. Unbeknownst to laditerary magazine has published his
poetry. Outsiders have studied his poetry for yaattsout his knowledge or consent
(179). The sight of his classmate’s boGhetto-topia: An Anthropological Rending of
the Ghetto through the Street Poems of an Unkndreet3?oet Named Gunnar Kaufman
sends Gunnar running from the building (179). Reigrto Gunnar both by his name and
as an “Unknown Street Poet,” the title suggestslibth his identity and the significance
of his work are lost. Instead, outsiders reduce toim nameless occupant of an
unspecified “ghetto” to be dissected for anthrogadal study. Gunnar feels exposed by
strangers’ appropriation of his poetry. Beatty dep{Gunnar’s sense of exposure by
having him strip naked and run from his Boston @nsity classroom (179). These
scenes demonstrate that Gunnar’s written poetnycesihim to an agent in other
people’s life decisions and political positionsriédn American literature, even when
created by African Americans to reflect their canp®rary experiences, can be codified
in destructive ways through academic study. In §&aéstimation, African American
conventional literature reduces racial identitatset of flat narratives.

Political Performance

Just as Beatty’s novel approximates performa@o@nar chooses to discard
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written poetry in favor of poetic performance. Ganis disillusioned by the emptiness of
racial politics. He realizes that he is not trulyested in any political movement despite
the political life of his poetry. It upsets him thaher people insert him and his poetry
into their political agendas. Like the young G Hdme Grown,” Gunnar realizes that he
is invested in “care” but does not really know atbebat he cares. He has allowed his
life to be reduced to liberal stereotypes of pcditiaction that are completely
disconnected from his real life. As a result, Guraecides to tell the truth when he is
invited to give a speech at a political rally irpport of black rule in South Africa (200).
Rather than supporting the cause, he admits, “hanwilling to die for South Africa,
and you ain’t neither” (200). By doing so, Gunsaeks to kill the unifying stereotypes
that adhere to black literature and the black b@iynar continues by paraphrasing Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr., “l ain’t ready to die fongthing, so | guess I'm just not fit to live.
In other words, I'm just ready to die. I'm just dgeto die” (200). By referencing King,
Gunnar recalls an era when African Americans weseenanited by a political
movement than in the contemporary period. Thisgpasition illuminates the truth of
Beatty’s suggestion that stereotypical black idesgticonnected to past political
movements are incongruous with black identity i plost-civil rights era. Gunnar’s
suggestion that he is “ready to die” reflects Bgatsentiments that the practice of
projecting stereotypical narratives onto black kednust end.

After Scoby dies and leaves Gunnar a poem agals note, Gunnar begins
receiving more death poems. These poems reprdsedeath of the black body that
serves as a canvas onto which others paint stgieatymages. The death poems signify

the end of literature that pays homage to pastigalimovements. Instead of replicating
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counter-master narratives, Beatty advocates tlhakhriters forge new paths through
literature that adopt alternative narrative stregedo represent contemporary African
American life. For example, Beatty includes thé&udry of “Merva Kilgore” a “prolific
writer” who Kills herself after being asked to sifuge of those old Negro spirituals”
(211). The writer eliminates the body limited ohdyspirituals as a method of
representation. Another obituary, for Carlton Mak, cites that he killed himself after
being “accused of being too black” to appreciabear that he developed (210). Carlton
kills the body that does not represent the entioétyis experience but instead freezes
him into other people’s expectations. Thus, théldpaems are metaphors for writing
that resists stereotypes about black people rétherperpetuate them. Beatty proposes
that black artists should kill limiting narratives.

Black Fugitive Impulse

In order to disassociate himself from stereoty@ginar decides to completely
abandon all attempts to fit into traditional racsdcial, and educational frameworks.
Gunnar and Yoshiko go into hiding rather than camity move from stereotype to
stereotype and take refuge in the La Cienega Maidge (211). Having no fixed
address they enroll in a “correspondence colletlpereby eschewing any fixed narratives
associated with either local neighborhood or theamy. Although they refuse to fix
their bodies in any particular physical locatiomr@ar’s history finds him when his
father begins to follow him around in a helicopagrile shining a spotlight down on him
to ensure his visibility. Oddly enough, the seagtitlprovides Gunnar and Yoshiko with
more freedom by exposing their hideout. The coupkethe light to “take midnight

strolls” during which Yoshiko conducts identity expnents. The light from the
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helicopter turns the darkness of midnight intoagstupon which Yoshiko pretends to be
“a newly discovered blues musician.” While suchhague composite identity as a
Japanese blues singer might remain unnoticed isltadow of identity stereotypes, the
searchlight makes Yoshiko’s performance visibleddnkness, death, or life outside of
the codification of the literary canon, there ismoto create new identities. Here, Beatty
draws attention to the value of performance. Yoskiklesh life explodes stereotypes
about Japanese women.

Gunnar and Yoshiko become so enamored with thenifiation of the
searchlight that they decide that Yoshiko shoule dirth in its glow. When they invite
the locals to witness the birth of their baby irnyRier Park, Psycho Loco correctly
interprets the public birth ceremony as anothentiteperformance. He inquires, “What
kind of black man would let his wife give birthiine park?” (217). The searchlight
penetrates the darkness of the fugitive space3hanar and Yoshiko occupy—a space
outside of all affiliations and laws. By bringiagchild and the neighborhood into this
space, they hope to make the stage for identitfippaance available to everyone.

After Yoshiko gives birth, Gunnar’s mother instiéiim to use his favorite
cereal bowl to collect the placenta, a “quiverimhgadoly mass of now useless organ” (219).
Gunnar offers the “pulpy organ” to the officers mangy the spotlight helicopter and
mocks, “Thus behold the only thing mightier thamusgelf’ (219). Yoshiko follows with,
“Roots right?”(219) In this moment, Beatty uses Alex ¢éle$ Rootsto represent a black
aesthetic that relies on the body as the locudesitity and authenticity. By offering the
“quivering” and “useless” placenta instead of tlesvrbaby, Gunnar underscores the

death of this aesthetic. Like his favorite ceraalb the old aesthetic is comfortable and
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juvenile. Gunnar discards it as he transitions ftbenteenager who loved the cereal bowl
into fatherhood. Since his wife gave birth under itumination of the spotlight, the new
baby gets to enjoy the fugitive’s freedom. His magkact makes the officers aware that
the body confined by hegemonic authority is deamkhko’s questioning of the origin of
the quote implies that tHeootsframework for understanding identity is a barelgible
memory.

Since the birth is such a successful event, Guamary oshiko use the searchlight
as a spotlight during the Bacchanalian Misery Festgeekly occasion for members of
their community to perform on stage. Beatty mahHesMisery Fest as an opportunity for
identity performance that disarms the textual amesions of identity that Gunnar has
confronted in genealogy, classrooms and, ultimatsiggcan American literature. In an
interview withBOMB magazine, Paul Beatty connects the Misery Fedtseimovel to
the poetry slams in the Central Park held by thgdxiaan poetsThis connection aligns
the Misery Fest with the performance poetry scargpace that, for better or worse, is
frequently positioned in opposition to academiaamnarticle in the journdral
Traditions Felice Belle, a former host of the Nuyorican Byichight slam, attempts to
downplay the division between slam poetry and emighoetry. Yet, she validates the
logic of the divide with her argument that slam fppspeaks for the common man in a
way that other forms of poetry cannot. Belle assélt is this relevance to the lives of
everyday people that makes the slam poet an intparaof the genre” (“The Poem
Performed”). Annette Saddick takes Belle’s contama step further. She asserts that
African American performance arts, particularly mapsic, get characterized as

“dangerous” because performance has an inherergrovdisrupt conventional
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discourses of race and class. She explains, “Otfeeafentral reasons that hip-hop
artists, music, and culture as a whole have bagaoired as ‘dangerous’ lies in the power
of the performing body to subvert traditional, heisafe, modes of representation in
America” (“Rap’s Unruly Body”).

Following course, Beatty designates the Bacchamdigery Fest, a
neighborhood performance venue, as the only spastich Gunnar can express himself
freely. Unlike the confinement of Hillside, a nebgithood constructed by economic
factors, the Bacchanalian Misery Fest is a commguwfithoice. People of color from a
variety of backgrounds participate in the spectagtesuch, Gunnar can perform an
identity that feels “his” rather than attempt tovtmrm to the racial identities and
affiliations projected onto him by others. In fattese performances do not appear to be
poems at all. At some point, Gunnar invites chitdoa the stage to sing and local drug
addicts on stage to give monologues that explam tkehavior. He follows his final
poetic performance, a spoken rather than writtesnpavith action, by reciting the poem
and then cutting off his own finger in memory ob$yg. This symbolic castration ensures
that Gunnar does not have to be like the Kaufmam wieo came before him. The
“castration” suggests that he is more like his ragtan orphan without a genealogy. This
act represents Gunnar’s departure from the literadition.

Instead of abiding by racial stereotypes, all merslof the Hillside community
begin to occupy the fugitive space that Gunnar¥mshiko have uncovered. Even
intergroup stereotypes are dismantled. Gunnar el&rhe neighborhood’s stigmatized
groups got a chance kwetchand defend their actions to the rest of the neigindmd”

(220). Allowing members of the community who arsmieed or invisible to speak is yet
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another way to demonstrate the complexities thmtampressed by mainstream
narratives of racial identity. The stage servea Blck imaginary space where all
community members perform their complex interiofdy everyone to see. In contrast to
static images proffered by literature, live perfames challenge stereotypical depictions
of members of the community. They cannot be diseoted from their speaker or
misappropriated by outsiders as Gunnar’s writtegtnychad been because Gunnar
restricts access to the Bacchanalian Misery FestoAe who has insider knowledge of
the community is permitted to participate, and ¢walty “colored folks from all over
Los Angeles crash Hillside to take part in the spee” (220). However, Gunnar is
careful to “ensure that Friday nights didn’t tunta a trendy happening for whities bold
enough to spelunk into the depths of the ghett80)2 By preventing outsiders from
attending, he eliminates the danger of misappropna

Although Gunnar denies strangers entry, the peidoes air on television as a
counterpoint to the Rodney King video. Rather thevadcasting an image that freezes
the black body into an abusive narrative, Beatonptes repetition of images of raced
individuals performing their diversity and individlity. Rather than betraying members
of his community to promote stereotypes for his denefit, as his artistic forbearers
did, Gunnar uses his art to celebrate his commuamdty/dismantle stereotypical
representations of residents of Hillside. The camity that Gunnar and Yoshiko
construct with the Misery Fests is a communitymafividuals who choose their
affiliation rather than having it thrust upon thémbirth and social position. Gunnar’'s
and Yoshiko’s escape from the narratives perpetuatéterature and academic spaces

opens a discursive space large enough for theeamtighborhood to occupy.
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A space of critigue

In “The Idea of Black Culture,” Hortense Spilleesrients that black culture has
become too “mainstream” to function as a positibartique. If, as Spillers suggests,
black culture has achieved mainstream status,ttiteenoncept of double consciousness
that drives Du Bois’ critique iithe Souls of Black Follan no longer exist in the same
form. In short, one no longer feels one’s twonésstead, Beatty’s novel suggests that
everyone can now feel multiplicity. As such, itime to shift attention awalyom empty
stereotypes toward distinguishing the individuallitees of racial identity. Thus,
Gunnar’s escape from his affiliations in favor dugitive lifestyle achieves the position
of critique that Spillers advocates. This positi®mow occupied by those who dare
perform a multifaceted identity. Only by runningawfrom the mainstream and
retreating into a black imaginary space can Afriéamerican artists usher the nation
toward humanity.

Outside of the racial protocols fostered by Afnidemerican literature, fugitives
perform the complexity of their individual iden&fi. In his moment of maturity, Gunnar
Kaufman escapes the confines of African Americtardture and turns inward to create a
black identity that enables him to acknowledgepalits of himself. Through Gunnar,
Beatty proposes that strategic withdrawal intolilaek imaginary establishes a position
of critique that holds the nation accountable whietecting the black psyche.
Conventional African American literature can nodenfacilitate this self-absorption
because, as Gunnar’s educational experiences tadeaen liberal discourses that
pretend to be radical are misappropriated by thestraam. His retreat into the

imaginary space is a rejection of double consciessr-a rejection of a life lived
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viewing the “self” through the eyes of the “othedristead, Gunnar chooses a self-
centered existence that celebrates his multifacktedrican personality. The
Bacchanalian Misery Fest transforms the gaze obther into a television camera—a
one-way lens. Thus, Gunnar cannot see the “otid&etefore, he cannot read the
audience’s faces and register their reactions.ridssiessments are no longer important.
This space, away from social pressure and AfricareAcan literature, is the
fugitive’s retreat, an imaginary space. Unlike dtleer fugitive protagonists, Gunnar’s
black imaginary is public and racially exclusivee I8 a community leader. Thus,
Beatty’s fugitive does not revel in the illusionaftonomy. From his position on stage,
Gunnar gains the critical distance from mainstréanerican identity necessary to offer

a national critique.
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Chapter Three

Black Literature under Surveillance: Fugitive Identity in Gloria Naylor's 1996

“We are Americans, not only by birth and by citigbip, but by our political ideals, our languager, ou
religion. Farther than that, our Americanism doesgo. At that point, we are Negroes, members\asi
historic race that from the very dawn of creatias klept, but half awakening in the dark forestisof
African fatherland. We are the first fruits of tliew nation, the harbinger of that black tomorrokick is

yet destined to soften the whiteness of the Teattmuay. We are that people whose subtle sensengf s

has given America its only American music, its oAlyerican fairy tales, its only touch of pathos and
humor amid its mad money-getting plutocracy. Ashsiitcis our duty to conserve our physical powers,

intellectual endowments, our spiritual ideals; aa@ we must strive by race organization, by race
solidarity, by race unity to the realization of thaoader humanity which freely recognizes differsin

men, but sternly deprecates inequality in theirapmities of development.” (181).

W. E. B. Du Baois, “The Conservation of the Racels397)

“I had no choice. | had to struggle and resistrteegye from that context and then from other locetiwith
mind intact, with an open heart. | had to leavé $ipace | called home to move beyond boundarig¢d, ye
needed also to return there...For me this spacedafabbopenness is a margin—a profound edge. Lagatin
oneself there is difficult yet necessary. It is adsafe’ place. One is always at risk. One needs a
community of resistance...It was this marginalitytthevas naming as a central location for the proidac
of a counter-hegemonic discourse that is not mstd in words but in habits of being and the wag on
lives. As such, | was not speaking of a marginalitg wishes to lose—to give up or surrender asgfart
moving into the center—but rather of a site ongssta, clings to even, because it nourishes oregacity
to resist. It offers to one the possibility of reali perspective from which to see and create, agine
alternatives, new worlds.” (205-207)
bell hooks,Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Poktid990)

“Because it was set aside, black culture couldyitiye of the very act of discriminatiobhgecomeculture,
insofar as, historically speaking, it was forcedumn its resources of spirit toward negation aritiqie.
But a crisis is now at hand.
And here is the paradox: as black culture in itsent avatar unfolds, it moves ever closer towhed t
poster that complements both democratic princigekast on the face of it, and the imperatives of
neoliberalist practices. As the ‘American Dreamélso a gleam in its eye, we experience black socia
formation today increasingly stressed and struttedrd the ‘civilization'.... In a sense, if thererie
black culture, or no longer black culture (becatibas ‘succeeded’), then we need it now; andat th
true, then perhaps black culture—as the reclamatidhe critical edge, as one of those vantages fro
which it might be spied, and no longer predicatedrace’-has yet to come. (25-26).
Hortense Spillers, “The Idea of Black Culture” (Z00

At the inaugural meeting of the American Negrademy in 1897, W.E.B. Du
Bois delivered an address that was subsequenthispel as the first of the academy’s
“occasional papers.” My first epigraph comes frdrattpaper, “The Conservation of the
Races.” In it, Du Bois insists that African Amenmsadevelop and maintain their cultural
distinctiveness because it serves as a salutatgoba to the harshness of the “mad

money-getting plutocracy,” the American mainstrgd®il). Du Bois gave this speech in
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the shadow of thPlessy v. Fergusodecision and concerns that black blood would
eventually be absorbed into the genealogical hesgaf the white majority population
(Du Bois 180). The scholar feared that the possidibr absorption into whiteness might
have been more appealing than a black life, amstiged and set apart. He, therefore,
celebrated black potential and warned against agiye aspirations towards whiteness
(181). To that end, he concludes his paper withAvademy Creed” which exacts the
promise from readers to “maintain their race idgnintil this mission of the Negro
people is accomplished” (13). Thus, Du Bois marikedk culture as worthy of
preservation.

The passage of one hundred years finds African Aaeischolars still arguing
for the preservation of a distinctively black idént In my second epigraph, bell hooks
champions the conservation of spheres of blackgpdatity because they “nourish
resistance” to hegemony. In hooks’ estimationglbleulture must be maintained off-
center in pockets of cultural exclusion that paxacklly empower and endanger African
Americans. She argues that these marginal spagasvesn African Americans because
they celebrate black distinctiveness even as thdamger African Americans because
they may unwittingly furnish the justifications fanwelcome exclusions. These
paradoxical and interstitial spaces provide “radosaspectives from which to see and
create, to imagine alternatives,” and to fosteclklereativity, precisely because they
embody the tension between power and vulneral§2idp). Like Du Bois, hooks
embraces the risk of straddling the margin anderesftAmerican culture.

Unlike Du Bois and hooks, Hortense Spillers write2007 of a post-civil rights

era American society that sees itself as succégsftegrated. Spillers warns that
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African American culture’s position of critique, dsscribed by Du Bois and hooks, has
been evacuated by the demands of “civilizatiotshe laments the “crisis” of black
culture whose disappearance seemingly justifies bwatintenance of the American
Dream and the neo-liberalist policies that ensadedistract from its failure for the vast
majority. If, as Spillers explains, the black cuétuformations that occupy the cultural
center are no longer useful origins of counter-atares, then has black culture given up
its position of critique? Will the next position ofitique be post-racial or non-racial?
What is the future for black people and for blatkrature?

In her autobiographical novel996(2005), Gloria Naylor thematizes her struggle
to produce African American literature while occupgythe cultural center in the post-
civil rights era. Naylor repositions herself and higrature in the social margins by
rejecting the realist framework for her autobiodrnam favor of a speculative approach.
This chapter analyzes Naylor’s depiction of heraslf fugitive to further illustrate that
post-civil rights era African American authors disgitive figures to represent their own
anxieties about the confining conventions that iahe the African American literary
tradition. In the first section of this chaptehighlight the ways that Naylor uses her
autobiographical novel to challenge the literargvetions established by fugitive slave
narratives. | then describe the shift of African émcan literature from the margin to the
mainstream in the 1990's. Here, | contextualizelbigy radical depiction of black
bodies in the center of American culture as likelicebe treated as targets for surveillance
by the state than as indices of successful integralh the final section of this chapter,
my analysis of both the novel and Naylor’s intewsewith NPRandThelnvestigative

Journalillustrate the author’s attempts to decentraliegesélf and by proxy African
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American literature, a fact evidenced by the abserfscholarship that engages the
novel. With1996,Gloria Naylor seeks to reposition African Ameridaarature in the
social margins in order to secure the distinctigsrn@at DuBois and hooks mark as
central to African American culture and that Spglsuggests is lost when black culture
becomes mainstream culture.

Writing in the Margin

Gloria Naylor employs the conventions of the fuggtslave narrative ih996
only to dismantle them by resisting realism in tiogel. Like the slave narrative, Naylor
recounts her private suffering to the public ineffort to expose a morally-bankrupt
social system. She offers, however, a fictionasier of herself that is not authenticated
by materiality like the body of the enslaved. lasteshe associates her raced body with
the life of the mind and the fantastic. She includathenticating documents in an
addendum to the novel, just as slave narrativenoftcluded appendixes and prefatory
material in support of the author’s claims. Yeg ttocuments that she includes are
difficult to take seriously: websites overrun wihtrageous claims, one of which is no
longer active, summaries of legal documents reltdeth erroneous lawsuit, and a
pseudo-academic report on the subject of mind obry resisting realism, Naylor
explodes the conventions of black autobiographyder to make room for the
articulation of black identity in the #century. Further, the author expands the potential
for writing to function as a radical act of selkeation by reaching beyond the limits of
materiality into the impossible.

The black autobiographical tradition begins witk tiolitical and aesthetic

complexity of the slave narrative. Slave narratwese used as a tool to promote the
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abolitionist cause. The political effectivenessha narratives depended equally on the
popularity of the slave narrative as a genre ardthlity of the narratives to persuade
audiences of their veracity. In order to achieartpolitical goals, the authors of slave
narratives captivated audiences with detailed attsoof the abuse that the black body
suffered at the hands of cruel whites. The imadésuwality reinforced the link between
black identity and materiality, thereby situatingdk bodies in opposition to the
imaginary spaces of the mitiThe popularity of the genre ensured that the tiges
filled with images of abused black bodies wererareé part of American popular
culture.?* Slave narratives exposed even Northerners to t& degrading aspects of
American slavery through the first-hand accountthefslave. Thus, the private space of
the slave’s personal suffering—evidence of theterrse of the enslaved person’s
interiority—became a shared experience, universdlinr the good of the cause. The
slave narrative claimed to publicize the innerntbetights and feelings of the slave to
the public.

In 1996,the first-person narrative begins with Gloria Naidalecision to
purchase a home on the island of St. Helena whbilegdresearch for her novéflama
Day. (For the sake of clarity, | will use “Naylor” tefer to the author and “Gloria
Naylor” to refer to the character.) She hopes tihathouse will serve a space to which

she can escape the city and write in peace. YgioNs property rights are ignored by

23 In his essay, “African American Slave Narrativegetacy, the Body Authority,” Lindon Barrett
outlines the connection between literacy, Cartedizalism and the black body. Barrett argues that
although African Americans were not uniformly #liate, the assumption that they were illiteratelpoed
them from the life of the mind which in the postlightenment nineteenth century imprisoned them in
their bodies making them appear less than humaadial discourse and lending an “urgency and prymac
to the special —material existence in African Aroeni lives (421)

24 As Philip Gould explains, there was a host of reasehy the genre captivated audiences including
publishing firms with increased resources to mathkeir products and a “rising tide of abolitionist
sentiment” (23)
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Orwell, the cat belonging to her neighbor, Euniced@. In an effort to defend her
garden against Orwell, Gloria Naylor poisons the o death leads to a National
Security Agency investigation since Eunice Simothessister of the National Security
Agency director, Dick Simon.

Initially, the investigation is intended to sedsloria Naylor and appease Eunice
Simon. However, it becomes more intrusive as tlen@gbecome frustrated with Gloria
Naylor’s ability to detect their efforts. After asit from her friend CJ, Gloria Naylor
leaves St. Helena and returns to Brooklyn. In NemkYthe agents move into her
neighbor, Monty’s, home and increase their suraede. In a surprising turn, the agents
use a top-secret thought projection device to pideas in her head in an effort to drive
her mad. Eventually, they resort to combining tiieaught-projection devices with a
thought-reading apparatus, which enables themue banversations with her inside her
head. With every possible ally stripped from fikexr by the NSA agents, Naylor must
resort to hiding in the stacks of the Brooklyn Reibibrary in order to write her story.
Naylor presents the novel as Gloria Naylor’s fpstson recollection of these events and
the only “record” of the government’s attack on theracter in the year 1996.

Every element of the plot dQ96connects to Gloria Naylor’'s desire to secure
enough privacy, in the form of distance from agesatsctioned by the state, to write. Yet,
her expressed desire for privacy must be situatelreéct opposition to her choice to pen
an autobiographical novel about her experiencé® the slave narrators that precede
her, Naylor makes her private suffering publicuport of the greater social good. Yet,
the greater good—exposing the government’s mindrobtactics—is metaphorical, in

contrast to the concrete nineteenth-century goabofition. Naylor seeks to free her
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mind rather than her body from a corrupt, governrsamctioned system, so she draws
the attention of her audience to mental enslavenNantlor rejects the indoctrination that
attends American centrality.

Writing and privacy are analogous to freedom in INggy novel. Naylor
purchases the house in St. Helena because shethapése house will serve as a space
to which she can escape the city and write in peBoe house thus functions as an
extension of the character’s psyche, a space liegtesnptied out [her] savings account”
to occupy alone (10). Here, Naylor denotes theevalprivacy to an author whose
livelihood, the ability to produce good literatudepends on it. Naylor is willing to trade
everything she owns for privacy, distance fromudars and the ability to own and
fashion herself. While the notion of what consgtgibwnership varies greatly, Naylor's
narrative mirrors the desire of the slave narratahis regard. Indeed, Naylor purchases
the plantation house, like some slave narratorshased their own bodies in order to be
free, with the explicit intention to “write in i12). However, Naylor’s ability to
purchase the home does not guarantee her acabssfteedom she desires.

Gloria Naylor’s plantation house proves a prodfdier success in the post-civil
rights era. She explains, “But this indeed was miit@oked over at the plantation house
and thought about how things had come full cirtMg.people once worked this land as
slaves, and here | was, owning part of it” (11)e&vwn this victorious moment, Gloria
Naylor understands that she only owns “part of“flantation house.” Things have
“come full circle” perhaps suggesting that the posil rights era has ushered in another
era of oppression. Just as the purchase of freglldmot free formerly enslaved people

from social restriction, ownership of the housernzdnelease Naylor from the defining
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racist gaze. Much to Gloria Naylor’'s dismay, heyparty rights are completely ignored
by her neighbor’s trespassing cat, Orwell. Namimgdat after George Orwell, the author
of the similarly titled book-2984 signals Naylor’s interest in exploring the temsio
between the individual and the state.

It is also productive to understand Orwell as@esentation of white privilege,
the assumption that whites have the right to oc@llpgpaces at their leisure. When
Naylor asks her neighbor to please stop allowirgctt to defecate in her yard, the
neighbor responds that it will be difficult becaWevell is used to the house being
unoccupied; he is accustomed to using the ared3lloaia Naylor designated as a garden
for a toilet (14). Here we see that Naylor’'s preseis a disruption of her neighbor’s
privileges. That is to say, the extension of Eur@aaon, Orwell, prefers to store his
waste in the space Gloria Naylor now occupies. €guently, Gloria Naylor cannot
grow things in her new place. Although Naylor hamed her right to occupy the cultural
center, as represented by the wealthy neighborhbisdjifficult for her to form roots
there because her neighbors do not respect hedbhoas. The tension between Gloria
Naylor and her neighbor’s cat suggests that shetisespected as the owner of the
plantation house. Gloria Naylor is such an outside¢he neighborhood that Eunice
Simon will not even open the door to her home wiRaglor visits choosing instead to
speak “through the window”(14). Eunice shores updven boundaries against Naylor
while continuing to allow “her babies,” the cats ttespass against Naylor (14). Despite
her literary celebrity, Naylor does not have acdedbe privacy—the freedom—that the
house represents. Like the slave narrators, heceho occupy the position of a writer,

brings outsiders so close to her life that theyedjard her boundaries. Just as the
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abolitionists exposed the traumatic details ofdieé slaves to the public, Orwell moves
in and out of Naylor’'s garden.

It would appear that the major difference betweéri® Naylor and the slave
narrators is one of agency. In the post-civil rigéta, Gloria Naylor should have the
power to articulate her refusal to open herselfoutive public and lacks the urgency of
the slave narrator’s political motivations. Althdughe has become, like the slave
narrator, a central figure in the popular culturéer time, she positions herself as an
agent not an object. In short, Naylor need notiseemer privacy on a political altar. In
an effort to defend her garden against Orwell, @ldlaylor accidently poisons the cat.
The gravity of this offense, her refusal to operskE up to the public despite her
mainstream position, is illustrated by an unexpggiet development. The death of the
cat leads to a National Security Agency investaasince the cat’'s owner, Eunice
Simon, is the sister of the National Security Ageditector, Dick Simon. Gloria
Naylor’s attempt to protect her writing space, timgt undermines white privilege, from
invasion, causes her house, an extension of hehpsto be invaded by the NSA. In
1996 the raced subject’s choice to enforce her petdmmandaries is considered a
resistant act worthy of intervention by the uppestrevels of the government.

Naylor demonstrates the difficulty of maintainingvacy while positioned in the
center of American culture. The NSA agents sur@dria Naylor to increase their
social power and entertain themselves. Initiahyg, investigation is only intended to scare
Gloria Naylor and appease Eunice Simon. Howevé&edbmes more intrusive as the
agents learn more about their subject. The monewiltagch her and get to “know” her,

the more comfortable the agents feel using hethkair own entertainment and to elevate
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their social standing. They play games with her imyatte up new ways to torture her to
curry favor with their boss. By placing herselitive middle class, at the center of
American culture, Gloria Naylor unwittingly incresbthe access that outsiders have to
her private spaces. Thus, Naylor's assessments\alty the conclusions that Spillers
draws in my third epigraph, when black culturelscpd in the center, it is absorbed by
mainstream American culture. However, Gloria Nayksists being consumed by the
NSA agents.

The agents enjoy using their surveillance techrnektp transform Gloria Naylor
into an object for them to consume to enhance fi@irer and pleasure. Like many slave
narrators, Naylor flees the plantation house imcdeaf freedom. When she returns to
Brooklyn in an effort to escape the agents, theyaase their surveillance and, in a
surprising turn, begin to use a top-secret thopgbjection device to place ideas in her
head. They hope to drive her mad. When she denabesta resilience the agents find
admirable, they resort to combining their thougidjgction devices with a thought-
reading apparatus, which enables them to have csati@ns with her inside her head.
The ability of the agents to produce communicaibiside of Gloria Naylor’'s head
suggests a corrupted version of Du Bois’ doublescmusness. In “Of Our Spiritual
Strivings,” Du Bois describes African American dgisce as a life lived in “a world
which yields him no true self-consciousness, biy tats him see himself through the
revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar s&ton, this double-consciousness, this
sense of always looking at one’s self through tresef others” (11). Naylor’'s thoughts
are actually consumed by others’ ideas about Hex.c&n only understand herself

through the conversations the agents have in regt. s Gloria Naylor explains,
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“Regardless of what the world may say, what youytlirself is all that matters. And if
you tell yourself that you're a failure, thémat is what you are” (5). By hacking into her
head and providing her with instruction about “whlag is,” the NSA agents blur the
lines between what the “world may say” and “whée]stells herself.” The NSAevours
Gloria Naylor’s private spaces, making it impossifdr her to think and create because
she cannot hear her own thoughts.

With every possible ally stripped from her life the NSA agents, Gloria Naylor,
a fugitive on the run, must resort to hiding insgathat prevent them from accessing her
interior. The fugitive protagonist is only ableftod peace in the stacks of the Brooklyn
Public Library where she retreats to write heryst&y establishing the public library as
Gloria Naylor’s safe haven, Naylor designates ity as a space where Gloria Naylor
does not occupy center stage. Only when she is@uosd outside of the limelight can
Gloria Naylor write her story without disruption.

Naylor challenges the traditional form of the slaaerative by constructing a text
that makes a political argument by resisting realiRather than attesting tioe truth of
her narrative, she moves in the opposite directi®he expands her representational
possibilities, including herself in a fantastic radive. She uses the new spectrum of
possibility to offer a more nuanced articulatiorpokt-civil rights African American
identity. Rather than just overcoming the run @& thill obstacles to become a black
literary celebrity, Gloria Naylor was strong enouglresist mind control. Much as the
slave narrators included images of bloodied bouli¢lseir depictions, Naylor dramatizes
the gory details of mental enslavement. After therds make her think, “I am the worst

bitch in the world. | want to kill myself,” the chacter worries, “Where was this stuff
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coming from?...Why was | thinking these things?sTlwasn’'t me” (99). Her use of an
expletive and the threat of suicide here is meant\oke the same pathos that the slave
narratives solicited. The character exists in advwahere she has no defense against
people who curse and dehumanize her because thdyeak directly into her mind. In
order to generate compassion for the black bodavhat appears a position of enormous
privilege, Naylor must complicate the universe iniet the body is positioned.

The autobiographical narrative makes it difficalidcate the “real” Gloria
Naylor in the text. The inclusion of one impossitaet, the agents’ ability to control her
mind, in the narrative casts a shadow of doubt over titieeetext. The inclusion of
fantastic elements ensures that the audience camistatke the protagonist “Gloria
Naylor” with the flesh and blood entity. Ratherrgurrendering the intimate details of
her life to the public in exchange for politicalgort, Naylor fictionalizes a version of
herself for political use. By doing so, she alsteis herself an additional layer of
protection from those who surveil her because simeare difficult to locate in the text.

Indeed, Naylor draws attention to the unrealityhef text by including an
appendix of “authenticating documents” that denbéeinstability of the text. Although
most fugitive protagonists penned their own narestj their statements were qualified
and verified by prefatory documents and appendikbs.authenticating and
contextualizing documents, supplements to the staveatives, are written by whités
verify events in the novel and attest to the chtaraaf the author. Alternatively, Naylor
provides a three-part addendum that includes: “\Mebsf Interest,” “Litigation against
NSA by John St. Clair Akwei,” and “Survey of Evidenregarding Mind Control

Experiments by Cheryl Welsh.” Of the three websitehich Naylor refers in the first
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section, one is currently inactive. The proteaureadf webpages on the open Internet
generally makes them unreliable sources of infolenafor example, MLA citation
standards require scholars to include the datenbbpages are accessed in the works
cited section because the content of webpageshzaage from day to day. Naylor’'s use
of webpages as authenticating documents denotestaezst in highlighting the
impermanence of the narrative rather than its antiitiey.

In another move to recall the nineteenth-centugytiee slave narrative, Naylor
includes a court case in the addendum. The “lingdtsection is no more than a
summary of the evidence filed in a civil action faut against the NSA. The section
reads more like an overview of the pseudo-scientifeories about the existence of mind
control technologies written in the style of a goweaent report. The information found in
the Akwei section is very similar to the third sentof the addendum which has a
slightly more academic feel complete with an extenSNotes” section with copious
sources. Together, the three sections offer popleigal, and academic evidence to
support the existence of mind control technoloBgspite the amount of detailed
information that the addendums provide, they adirafe under the premise that mind
control exists. Thus, Naylor’s “authenticating downts” only function as evidence if
the reader already believker major claim, just as the authenticating doausencluded
in fugitive slave narratives were only persuasfwou were predisposed to believe the
text. By including an addendum of “facts”g¢apport her case, Naylor draws attention to
the slippery nature of reality in general. As sughylor challenges the conventions of
black autobiography by refusing to limit herselthe realm of the possible or the

material when constructing her identity narrative.
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Naylor also does not limit herself to the confiméshe novel. Outside of the text,
Naylor insists that the NSA did actually surveil lnsing some of the thought-projecting
devices described in the book. As | will discugerashe made these allegations during
interviews orNational Public Radi@and inThe Investigative Journahn alternative
news outlet that interviews guests who discusssopiich as “the llluminati” and Barack
Obama’s “Jesuit connections.” Thus, Naylor publicaffiliates herself with social
fringe movements in an effort to shift her liter@and herself from the cultural center to
the cultural margins. | argue that Naylor initiates shift in order to position African
American literature, her own literature in partelin a marginal space to ensure that
writing continues as a resistant act for African é&roans.

From Margin to Mainstream

Naylor expresses the belief that African Americasisnever truly function as
mainstream artists. In a 1992 interview with MatBsdlinelli, Naylor describes African
American authors as a distinct class:

For the black American, whatever the class, theggeis writing about the need

to struggle. We will never be fully assimilatedadrihis society. An African

American will never be considered as being equalties in this society, so the

vibrant literature will always be there. The liteena will continue to manifest the

undertone of the blues because the racial du&ains a persistefdct. (110)
By 1992, Naylor was both a critical and popularcass. Thus, her feelings about the
black writer's marginal position have very littie do with success or acceptance by the
literary critical establishment. Instead, she ides# marginality as contingent on racial
identification in a similar fashion as when shathlPR’s Ed Gordon that sieemore

aware of the ways that the government could petsextizens “because she is African

American” (*Under the Watchful Eye of the Governrtign
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In the novel, Gloria Naylor understands literatasethe spactnat illuminates
marginal spacesAlthough the novel is set at the height of her egrthe character
Gloria Naylor locates the origins of her literagreer, during her time at Brooklyn
College, in her discovery of books by black authsmsapart from, rather than embracing,
the majority. Her description of her own writingnelation to those writers is telling

One of the books we were required to read was Vmmiison’s The Bluest Eye.

It was my first book by a black woman...It was abmwyt beauty, my right to

have a place in the world in spite of dark skin &imky hair.... | went on to

discover...a whole history of black writers evenastfack as slavery times,
when it was illegal to teach slaves to read orewtitslowly dawned on me that |
had a history in America. | yearned to add my st®t0 the legacy....That very
semester, | began writing short stories aboutittie street that was walled off
from the rest of the town, that was home to seva@ealk women who had come

there as a place of last resort. (7-8)

Here, Gloria Naylor establishes black literatuseaaacially-exclusive space of
empowerment. Toni Morrison’s novel functioned aswweel had before, as a space of
safety and validation for Naylor. Gloria Naylor tedner novel in slavery—the ultimate
space of social exclusion. Her mention of the re&stns on literacy for African
Americans in the nineteenth century serves as adanthat literature asn imaginary
space has not always been an accessible spadadkrAmericans. She describes her
own contribution to the “legacy,” a collection dbses about black women “walled off”
from others. Rather than understanding African Acaer literature as a mainstream
phenomenon, Gloria Naylor carefully delineateglisdinctiveness. African American
literature, her own literature, is set apart.

The character goes on to explain that she wrotausecshe felt compelled to

continue the legacy rather than to seek finan@al.gShe taught a great deal in the early

years of her career because “although my books evéreal successes, they didn’t
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become best-sellers” (9). However, the lack of fame fortune did not discourage her
efforts. She explains, “I threw myself into my ®ds/... | did whatever my characters
and the situation warranted because after all, tlaglyentrusted me with these stories”
(9). While it is unclear exactly who “they” refeis here, any reading of the pronoun
suggests that Naylor writes because she belieatsttorce larger than herself compels
her to relate stories about the black experien@@slic good. That the author
“accepted that blessing with grace” suggests thatusderstands her work as a divine
mandate rather than just a financial venture (8)asew writer, Gloria Naylor was
driven by her motivation to expand the distinctsgace of African American literature.

African American literature’s shift into popularltuwre disrupts the potential of
African American literature to serve as a proteespaceThe author uses the character,
Gloria Naylor, as a proxy for African American ligdure to dramatize the destructive
impact of increased surveillance on the produabibAfrican American literature. Gloria
Naylor achieves literary celebrity status at theesanoment that African American
literature enters the mainstreafie novel proposes that mainstream African America
narratives are policed by state-sanctioned authbgtres Thus,19960operates as a first-
person narrative of a literature reduced to anatlgépopular culture rather than a
running record of the quotidian experience of AdncAmericans.

The 1990’s proved a watershed decade for Africaredean literature that
secured its position in the center of Americanurelt In 1989, Gloria Naylor'sVomen of
Brewster Placaired as a successful mini-series. The televisimtess oBrewster
Placewas followed by a miniseries based on Ernest Gamzvel,A Lesson Before

Dying,in 1993. In 1995, both Walter MosleyZ®vil in a Blue Dresgand Terry
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McMillan’s Waiting to Exhalevere released as feature films. African Americathars
also won two of the most prestigious academic asvardhe 1990’s. Toni Morrison won
the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1993, and Octddler was the first science fiction
author to win the MacArthur Genius Gréatin 1995. Gloria Naylor's career experienced
the same shift as African American literature ia 990’s. The author also transitioned
from a new literary talent into a widely-studiedinsdream author under an increased
amount of scrutiny.

Naylor setsl9960n the island of St. Helena in order to illumintte similarities
between the commodification of black literature #melexperiences of the Gullah. Both
African American literature and Gullah culture areaded by outsiders. The publication
of Mama Dayin 1988, the year beforewster Placairs on NBC, denotes a shift in the
protagonist’s writing life and motivation. Whilesearchinglama Day Gloria Naylor
falls in love with St. Helena, one of the Sea Idmsituated off the coasts from North
Carolina to Florida. The Sea Islands, where theshisvset, are most notable for the
Gullah people, African descendants who have mantegextain much of their African
culture mainly because of their distance from tkéntand. During the ¥8century the
Gullah-Geechee people formed a black majority patparh in the “low country,” an area
that straddles both South Carolina and Georgiaeshd@ys such, they developed a
distinctive black culture closely connected to Wasican and Caribbean cultures, while
still reflecting the Southern American influences the settlement of white Americans
increased, they imposed upon the privacy of théaByleople, increasing racial tensions.

Consequently, the mid-1990’s was a racially-chat@adl transitional time in the history

25 Charles Johnson also won the National Book Awardviialdle Passagén 1990.
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of St. Helena. As early as 1993, St. Helena beaanesort area for wealthy white
families. The development of this land presentéur@at to the Gullah natives, who were
concerned that they would be forced from the islamd unfairly compensated for their
land?® The possibility that the land associated withrtieaiture would be repurposed by
outsiders was frightening because it signaled gmticued and unwelcome dilution of
Gullah culture. Gloria Naylor’s description of tlillah natives of St. Helena as “a dark
skinned and regal people, who are trying to hangpdheir culture” mirrors her
implications about African American literature (1@oth conceptual spaces, African
American literature and Gullah culture, have atidid language and culture of their
own,” but both spaces are being invaded and apjategrby outsiders (10). Soitis
hypocriticalthat Gloria Naylor’s purchases a home on St. Heldnes becoming one of
the outsiders who usurp Gullah land.

Naylor’'s admiration of St. Helena develops intdegire to possess a piece of the
island. Naylor promises herself that if she “malieg money” fromVlama Daythat she
will “mortgage [her] life to the bank and buy airement home” there (10). Gloria
Naylor’s use of the profits frollama Dayto purchase a Victorian cottage with a view
of the coast establishes her firmly both in thetaeltlen American middle class and the
center of American culturén addition, she consumes and romanticizes St.ndele

You feel more like you're in the Caribbean tharAmerica. There is a stillness

about the place. The sandy soil under your feetgémtle marsh breezes coming
from the east, all seem to speak of eternity. @étqf calm. | walked those

26 As early as 1993, St. Helena became a resort aredreat for wealthy white families. The devetemt
of the rural island was perceived as a threat byntbstly African American natives, the Gullah peopl
The concerns of the natives of the island led ¢0‘8ea Island Preservation Project” intended toawep
blacks to purchase and retain their land in Stehkel St. Helena also functioned as a key retreatfar
Martin Luther King and his followers during the itiights movement. As such, the island has a umiqu
place in African American culture, which accordiogsome locals must be protected from wealthy
vacationers. For more on ttiee,"The New Plantations: South Carolina” in the O&oh6, 1993, edition
of theEconomist
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dusty lanes, originally in search of a charactat,gbowly | realized that | had
found a place where | wouldn’t be afraid to died)(1

Naylor connects St. Helena to the “Caribbean” dred‘east.” These connections recall
the dangers of oppressive stereotypes against winéety Caribbean and Eastern nations
struggle. Gloria Naylor folds St. Helena into hergonal narrative in the same way that
tourists consume foreign nations. The emphasisGlaia Naylor places on the

“stillness,” “quiet,” and “calm” of the area suggeshat she has muted the natural sounds
of the environment and replaced them with her dvaughts—her own “search for a
character,” a search which further indicates hetidinalization of the space. Further,
Gloria Naylor’'s search for character suggestsshathas somehow lost sight of her own
character. Naylor’s desire to consume St. Helepeesents a dramatic shift in her
motivation for writing. Rather than writing to cteaa safe haven for women like herself,
Naylor writes to own a piece of St. Helena—a piet8t. Helena'’s local black culture.
The shift from margin to center results in a simfiNaylor’s intentions.

Naylor sets the purchase of Gloria Naylor's hous8ti Helena during the peak
period of the author’s popularity in 1988. Threangelater, in 1993, Henry Louis Gates
and K. A. Appiah edited an Amistad Literary See&ion on Naylor, adding her to the
ranks of Langston Hughes, Zora NeHigrston, Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, and
Richard Wright—all subjects of Amistad literary golins. Thus, within siyears, the
author has had one of her novels converted to asaites, published another successful
novel, and served as subject of a critical studgumcessful scholars. Despite her
popularity, the character refers to the house“ast@mement home.” The reference marks

this moment of promise as a career-ending moménis,Tthe author tethers Gloria

Naylor’s “retirement house,” which serves as thilyat for the events of the novel, to
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her arrival as a consumer at the center of Amersgain-economic class and popular
culture.

The house represents a dream come true for therautio recalls her humble
beginnings. She has arrived at the center of Araeraulture and revels in the privileges.
Yet, the character’s loving descriptions of the $®ueveal that she is not completely
settled into her position:

| wonder how many people actually get the chan@etmut their fantasies. | was

one of them, and can say the feeling is one of ¢et@m@nd utter peace. | would

sit at the folded card table in a second floor rdbat | used for a study and look

at my twenty by thirty patch of tilled solil, feegjrihere was nothing more in the

world that | needed. Literally nothin@L3)
She sits at a “folded card table” rather thaa desk in her study—perhaps the most
important room in the house for an author. The @y nature of her furniture suggests
that her stay might be temporary as well. Perhapsr@ direct understanding of
Naylor’'s use of the “folded” table is that she diat have the money to completely
furnish the house, since she notes, “That tabli & one chair and that mug, were my
only possessions besides a trailer camping bed thekked up second-hand” (11). This
serves as more evidence that the house is not trtebfe” for her. Moreover, she notes
that the second-floor room is the one that “she&dufer a study. Again, this suggests that
her stay in the house will be short-lived. She usesoom as a study—perhaps the
previous or next owner will use it differently. Stiees not assert the authority to
repurpose the rooms in the house. That is to $&ydeesn’t call it “my” study. Another
indication of her discomfort is that Naylor is siive to her boundaries. She describes

her garden as a “twenty by thirty” patch of lantieTgarden, where she will grow things,

has clearly defined parameters, which suggestdhitsaspace, despite the privilege that it
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represents, confines her. Incidentally, it is 8pace that Eunice Simon’s cat defiles.
Although Naylor made peace with having a defineacegn which to plant, the cat,
representative of white privilege, expects to mfveely in and out of her garden.
Perhaps Naylor's newness to the space of privitegkes her a target. Eunice Simon
explains that Orwell has trouble breaking his habilefecating in the garden because he
could use the space freely before Naylor’s arrf€8). Simon’s comment reminds the
reader that Orwell owned the space first and wbiakk a hard time respecting
newcomers. Naylor’'s choice to enforce her boundatisrupts tradition and white
privilege, making her a target. By moving into a position @¢ial privilege, Naylor
places herself in the immediate proximity of people do not respect her boundaries—
they demand access to all parts of her land. Naydes Gloria Naylor to illustrate that
popularity encourages outsiders to invade and misgpiate black literature.
Interestingly, Naylor's purchase of the home lom island positions her as a
wealthy vacationer rather than an advocate fotaba community. While tales about
gentrification and land theft are a familiar staptéAmerican history, Naylor’s choice to
use the land battle on the island of St. Helenth@asistorical backdrop highlights the
consequences of making the margins available tontrabitants of the mainstream.
When outsiders are permitted inside, they take.d®@cing African American literature
at the center of middle class culture facilitatestcuctive commodification of black
culture—the space of black distinctiveness. Theroodification of African American
literature only benefits American popular cultuneghe same way the exploitation of
Gullah culture benefits wealthy vacationers. Inhbedises, outsiders determine the value

of black cultural expressions without the discegntye developed by lived experience.

129



The benefits of the commodification, exposure, jandlege certainly do not
outweigh the costs for Gloria Naylor. The charaetgulains, “ | soon learned that old
houses carry old problems. Over the years, pipasehthe roof leaked and termites
invaded” (11). The “old problem” that she mustfront is race, which collapses the
distance between public and private. That is tQ e is socially constructed and thus
does not leave room for privacy. As a represematioAfrican American literature,
Gloria Naylor is labeled disruptive when she endgrthe boundaries between herself and
American popular culture, which must be understa®dejection of her racial
designation in favor of privacy. Since racial itgnis a collective construction,
everyone can claim to “know” raced bodies. Thugyri@lNaylor’s insistence on privacy
and enforcing her boundaries—an insistence ondinictualized racial identity—makes
her suspicious. By refusing to allow Orwell insttker garden, Naylor asserts a right to
exclusive dominion over her property and her “8é&lér most intimate spaces. This
assertion sits in opposition to black literatur@jeh invites outsiders to imagine the

black experience.

After Naylor accidently kills the caEunice Simon and the sheriff imagine that
Naylor is a criminal undeserving of privacy. Indeatfording her the privacy to
constructa racially exclusive space might be dangerousdamtirhe invasion of
Naylor's home is enabled by racial stereotypes—aadl®f Naylor’'s ability to fashion a
“self” outside of racial “norms.” Eunice Simon skarher concerns with the sheriff that
Naylor is involved with drugs (20). While the stitdoes not think that Eunice is a
reliable source, he decides that sifiou didn’t pay for a place like that on welfare

checks,” he should share Eunice’s concerns withDiaA (21). Eunice successfully

130



manipulates racial stereotypes to punish Naylordstricting Orwell’'s freedom. The
sheriff deems Naylor a threat because her presdone positions her outside of racial
stereotypes and her insistence on boundaries nh@kessen more frightening. In short,
she is a threat because he cannot read her. Aseseatation of African American
literature, Gloria Naylor illustrates that blactelature can only be a part of the
mainstream when it meets the requirements by pioyid narrative that is legible and
comfortable to outsiders. Bigns and CitiesMadhu Dubey supports this claim by taking
note of the way postmodern literary scholars assvdrto texts that celebrate the
“romance of race” rather than those that offer nean@plex representations of race (10).
In order for Naylor to inhabit the middle class legrahe must forfeit the privacy she

needs to construct an identity outside of the kohitacial understanding of her neighbors.

Thus, Naylor’s position as a literary celebrityiféiates her surveillance by
putting her in close proximity to people who undansl her presence as a threat and
mark her as delinquent. Life in the mainstreamliedived under intense scrutiny.
Moreover, such a life distances her from the I@dalcan American community, the
Gullah, and even facilitates the commodificatioriomfal black culture. The center—the
middle class—is an uncomfortable space for theauibcause it alienates her from the
margin but does not provide her comfort and beloggUltimately, Naylor characterizes
the move from margin to mainstream as the shiftifatan American literature from a

black imaginary space to an exploitative commerenmnity.

Part 2: Mainstream Conseqguences.

Not only does the shift from margin to mainstredrmargye Gloria Naylor’s

intentions from producer of an exclusively blackrgiaal space to a consumer of black
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culture, as | illustrated in the last section,rgyents her from developing her craft.
Mainstream identity requires the forfeiture of @ty That is to say, mainstream identity
leads to surveillance that consumes Gloria Naylprigate spacg making it impossible

for her to write. Naylor insists on the luxury afy@acy because she needs to operate from
a critical distance to maintain an imaginary spa&bere she can separate her thoughts
and opinions from those that surround her. Naytt@mapts to use the house in St. Helena
as a black imaginary space—a space where she fbact @n all that she has learned.
Gloria Naylor enthused, “I promised myself that alag | would write in [the house].

My chance came seven years after buying it. Alregsty writer believes there is a ‘big’
book in him or her, and mine was to be an histbricael that | had researched for and
had traveled as far as Norway and Senegal to mrepgself” (12). The author intends to
use the house as a space for a synthesis of lelesoned from history, academic
research, and exposure through travel.

Yet, the house, purchased with money earned throagtrality, precludes the
privacy she needs for such sophisticated thinkieg.occupancy of the house arouses
the suspicion of her neighbors and the sheriffeA8heriff Miller provides the DEA with
a tip, the agents break into Naylor's house. Thenggtry to force open an envelope of
garden seeds, leave a flashlight on her mantle laft&ing up the chimneyand force
open the attic (23). To make sure that Naylor knthas the agents accessed her laptop,
they fold over the edge of the towel wrapped araimeddevice (73). This act was a
psychologically violent act in that it illustratdsat these men were in control of Naylor's
physical space without her knowledge. That heojaptas wrapped in a towel—an item

that invokes intimate contact with the bedguggests that the laptop in this scene is a
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stand-in for Naylor's own body. Leaving the towekgures toward the intimate access
the “boys” have to Naylor’s body. Indeed a few malger we learn that the boys can see
Naylor when she is in the shower and have budpgeghones (74). By illustrating their
unrestricted access to her intimate spaces, theappmg of the laptop functions as a
rape. Naylor's metaphors of penetration draw aartb the violence of the trespass.
One call from the sheriff results in a troupe ofmmespecting Naylor’s private spaces,
her envelope of seeds, her chimney, and her marteepopularity of African American
literature results in a familiarity that erodesnmte boundaries. Black literature in the
mainstream becomes too familiar to be taken sdgi@ssa position of critique. Black
literature becomes the possession of the status quo
The author connects the government’s intrusionemphivacy with the

publicity that accompanies her status as an auleylor makes clear that there is no
distinction between the two types of invasion. Wbeck Simon decides that his sister’s
complaints warrant investigation, he thinks to reths‘Gloria Naylor’s life will become,
no pun intended, an open book”(33). Naylor likeas frotagonist to a book,
underscoring the connection between the scrutiatyttie character endures and the
scrutiny that mainstream status brings to Africanekican literature. The process that
Naylor uses to describe Simon’s investigation adral Naylor recalls academic analysis
of literature. Simon reflects on the procedure,

All of her books are assigned to readers for ailéetaynopsis of each one.

Every newspaper article, every book review, isé¢adad and analyzed. In

the field, a low level Code 2 surveillance is tose¢ up. She is to be

followed wherever she goes in Beaufort, with a repmbe filed about her

destination and whatever groups she speaks ta. frdm the FBI and CIA

are ordered. And just to be thorough, a backgravetk going to her
college days. (33)
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While this level of study of a citizen by her gowerent may seem alarming, academics
and journalists are expected to conduct researtthsaevel in order to produce a quality
article. Reading an author’s work, assessing tbeptgon of that work, and tracking her
speeches are activities easily categorized astguesiearch. Indeed, this level of scrutiny
exists part and parcel with the life of any celghriiterary or otherwise. Gloria Naylor
narrates, “I had made it in a big way.... I'd recelvets of publicity over the course of
my career, and | was always of two minds abo@iit.the one hand, it was flattering to
have people pay attention to you. On the other,cgott let yourself get a swollen head
and live only with the image of yourself in othexgple’s minds” (31). Naylor’s warning
against the projections of outsiders into the psyfdneshadows the thought projection
that corrupts her psyche later in the text. Forlbiaypublic images have no place inside
private spaces. Indeed, publicity and surveillaareeboth likened to physical invasions
in the text.

Naylor also marks black academics as complidheexploitation of African
American literature. With CJ, Naylor takes on thack literary establishment who
analyze, scrutinize, and consume black literatreugh their work. Naylor receives a
visit from her friend CJ while staying in the howseSt. Helena. Although he currently
serves as a history professor at Princeton, Clawasert operative for the NSA and FBI
in the 1960’s. Unlike African American literaturaedaGloria Naylor, CJ has not shifted
from margin to mainstream. He was always mainstreamn when he appeared to resist
the state. Here Naylor suggests that academic spase always been, at least partially,
complicit in creating oppressive racial identitynmaives. Although he likes to consider

himself as a “crusader for rights of the black arait community” who uses his
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“scholarship as his sword,” CJ is not willing tekihis social standing for loyalty to a
black author, his friend Gloria Naylor (68)In CJ’s inner monologue, he remembers
that Gloria Naylor once loaned him five thousantade that enabled him to prevent his
mother’s foreclosure and never held it over hisdh@8). Naylor includes this mention of
a financial exchange between the academic as theragestures toward the relationship
between the two. The black academic makes hisgiberause of the centrality of black
art. He only considers refusing to work with tigeats for a second before quickly
changing his mind because, “That’'s what these geomlild do—make you disappear”
(67). Naylor's academic character values visibilitgg much to resist the commands of
the state. CJ has worked to affiliate his body widinstream narratives to provide
himself with certain social advantages. Thus, hededNaylor over to the sources that
seek to consume her in order to secure his posifipnivilege. Naylor portrays the
scrutiny under which the black academic placesthek artist as a betrayal.

Naylor juxtaposes the academic’s betrayal withrieeghbor Monty Swiss’s
willingness to hand over his private spaces in arge for social acceptance. After
Naylor realizes that she will not be able to firehpe in St. Helena, she returns to New
York in hopes of escaping the NSA. The agents ¥ol&loria Naylor to New York and
enlist the help of her neighbor to surveil her. Memlescribed as a black man who “hates
himself,” is happy to cooperate with the officersoaclaim to be from the Drug
Enforcement Agency (85). Naylor characterizes Mangythusiastic cooperation as
evidence of his desire to “play by [white] rule85). Rather than feeling connected to
Gloria Naylor because of racial affiliation, Morgynbraces and embodies stereotypes

about black identity. He believes that Naylor @rag dealer because he does not believe
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that “a writer could afford a condo like theirs’5)8 Monty embodies African American
literature as property of the state. Rather thavirsg as a space of resistance, Monty
willingly submits to the whims of the agents at deor and gladly hands over Gloria
Naylor. Moreover, he desires to “help [his] goveant)” even at the expense of the
security of his own domestic space since the poesefithe agents upsets his wife, fills
one of his bedroosjand causes damage to his walls. Monty’s forfeitireis privacy
disrupts his interior space, but he willingly malleat sacrifice in order to be accepted as
a patriot. Monty’s compliance serves as a usefuhtarpoint to Naylor passionate desire
to protect herself from the government. Monty’s ldthoices mark his efforts to appear a
part of the American middle class. Naylor describies as a business administration
major and Harvard graduate who “married the onljtewvoman on campus who would
have him” (85). Monty, an American businessman withHvy League degree and a
familial connection to whiteness, is perhaps thélaasis of Naylor, a single black
woman artist.Monty does not just desire to collapse his radahtity into his national
identity. He wishes to lose his racial identityhie national identity. So, he invites the
government into his home. Alternatively, Naylor,auwvishes to construct a racial
identity independent of the projections of theestfiees from the government.
Interestingly, if Monty had refused to allow theeats to camp out in his spare room,
they might not have had as much access to Nayktr. Monty believes that his
mainstream identity must come at the expense ofdiayThe pursuit of mainstream
American identity negates racial affiliation.

Monty’s cooperation enables the agents’ attempssiteeil Naylor when she

returns to New York. Naylor uses Gloria Naylor ltastrate that African American
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literature that occupies mainstream spaces dodsinction as a site of resistance.
Instead, that which is positioned in the mainstréaonsumed by the masses.
Surveillance of the author’s private spaces, cagatens, and movements makes her
individual identity the property of the state. Hivate mental spaces, her friends, the
content of her novels, and her neighbors— all tiiregs that make her who she is—are
reduced to a line in a NSA weekly report (55). 8Beomes data to be curated and
controlled by the hegemony. Thus, Gloria Naylorespnts African American literature
that has been collapsed into the mainstream Amenearative in the post-civil rights
moment and thus cannot function as a space ofjeétiThe agents obsess over her and
even begin to develop a “grudging respect for krength” (104). They follow her from
place to place and fixate on her habits, practitcesds, thoughts, and resilience to their
efforts (127). Essentially, they consume her celtwhile simultaneously making her
normal habits and pattern unavailable to her. &tste# moving about the city as usual,
she begins to spend extensive periods of timedrilbhary, the only space where they
cannot reach her.

Initially, the surveillance of her body prevents frem getting any writing done.
Gloria Naylor’s centrality prevents her from protgthe type of literature that made
her a literary celebrity in the first place. GloNaylor reflects, “I simply couldn’t take it
anymore. | definitely was not writing. Most of myaking moments were spent thinking
about surveillance: the drive-bys and the ndiseas a funny thing about the noise. |
grew up in New York City and had probably writtdmadugh more noise than they were
able to create; but here it seemed magnified” (@B)ria Naylor grewup in the 1950’s

and likely blended into the noise of the city ag phan African American community.
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Now, singled out as a literary celebrity, the irsemgaze of outsiders seems “magnified.”
The noise crowds her interior space. Thus, sheatgmwoduce African American

literature from her contemporary position. Inste&driting about what she terms
“cultural issues,” Gloria Naylor is distracted. HEImMment that she spends her “waking
moments thinking about surveillance” brings Du Boisnind once again. Gloria Naylor
is consumed with her position of “two-ness,” melagrte as the way others see her. Thus,
the surveillance, the way others see her, worgesrtore than how she sees others. If she
is not paying close attention to the world aroued khen she is not producing social
criticism. The position of social critique that wasce occupied by black literature
collapses under the weight of the NSA'’s intensatsty. When she is being watched, the
author cannot write a word.

When Naylor manages to continue to function noryn@dispite the agents’
attempts to disrupt her life with relentless nase surveillance, Dick Simon becomes
angry. In particular he expresses outrage thatdaghnages to prompt someone at the
CIA to inquire about his investigation. Despiteithedforts to control Naylor by
criminalizing her as a “drug dealer,” Naylor maintaher credibility enough so that
“someone is listening to her and believing whatsdngs” (95). Thus, her individual
identity exists in excess of the narrative thaythave created for her. She still functions
as an independent and credible artist. In respdhseagents increase the level of
surveillance to include an apparatus that enahks to place thoughts in Naylor's mind
(97). Thus, surveillance functions as consumptioth® most private part of the body—
the mind. The agents use technology to fill herdmith their opinions of her. After

thinking, “I am the worst bitch in the world. | wato kill myself,” the character worries,
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“Where was this stuff coming from?... Why was hiting these things? This wasn’t me”
(99). Naylor uses the agshthought control apparatus as a plot device to esigtpat
Naylor’s position in the mainstream results in agpted double consciousness. Rather
than Naylor simply imagining how others see hee, &in actually hear their thoughts in
her mind. This prevents her from enjoying any sexiggace or confidence. Indeed, the
character comes to believe that she is mentalnil seeks a psychotherapist. The two-
ness that was a normal part of her consciousnégsteeed by the surveillance becomes
debilitating. In the same way that her proximitygonice Simon’s home resulted in her
investigation, her centrality has also invited @gento her mind. They are so close,
inside her head, she cannot think independentlg.cahnot write. Her position in the
American mainstream prevents her from being abtistinguish her own thoughts and
ideas from those of the state. When African Amerildrature occupies the mainstream,
it reiterates mainstream racial narratives.

Part 3: From Mainstream to Marginal

The world that Naylor creates 1996resembles the marginal space that hooks
describes in my second epigraph. Rather than angegmh oppressive position in the
literary mainstream, Naylor characterizes that s@echostile. 11996 Naylor seeks to
reclaim her literature as a space of resistanaad®aically, Naylor proposes that writing
literature, the very activity that subjected heote psychologically scarring attack after
another, can protect her. By making herself a ataran her literary universe, Naylor
escapes into a world of her own creation, thustadéishing her literature as a black
imaginary space. The black imaginary operatessgpmee between beings and reality—

an interstitial space for contemplation and resisa The black imaginary permits the
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construction of an indeterminate racial self, sabje change without notice and yet
solidly racially identified. Literary texts are athate realities. Authors write with hopes

of influencing or escaping the world in which tHexse.

Naylor names the protagonist in her speculativeeht@loria Naylor.” This act
of naming ensures that her audience will understaadgtakes of her novel about an
author whose mind is invaded by the National Seégéadministration. Much like
William Faulkner, she connects her novels geogaghlyit. Naylor uses her novels to
create an entire literary universe—a space of esdalparacters that live in Brewster
Place, the setting of Naylor's novEhe Women of Brewster Pla@an look out of their
apartment windows to see Linden Hills, the uppeatdia class neighborhood and setting
for Naylor's second novelinden Hills Mama Day, the title character for the author’s
third novel, visits her relative Willa Prescott Ned in Linden Hills. Following a similar
pattern, Bailey’s Café, the title location of Nay$ofourth book, is located on the
fictional Sea Island whefdama Dayis set. Naylor’'s autobiographical novel represent
her effort to “write” herself into a world of hemm creation. The novdl996becomes a

space of esca@.

Books, those she writes and those she reads,artfidd from the outset as an

extension of her interior. The character explaesreason for pennint996 “I didn’t

27 Also noteworthy is Naylor’s choice to rely heavily on George Orweltlassic novel1984.Her most
recent novel1996,mimics patterns established her oeuvre. In her 189@rview with Virginia Fowler,
Naylor explains the very close relationship betweensecond novélinden Hillsand Dante’snfernd®’. In
addition, many argue thtama Dayoperates as a rewriting of Shakespeafé's Tempest By recasting
Orwell’'s major themes, Naylor highlights the pazlbetween Orwell’'s dystopic vision and the guatid
experience of life in the post racial age1B84,the “party” diminishes the agency of its citizdns
surveilling them in traditionally private spaces@oys an army of people to frequently rewrite drigt
and consistently devalues the relationship betia®guage and reality through paradoxes and the
elimination of ambiguous language.
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want to tell this story, It's going to take couragkam in a battle for my mind. If | stop
now, they’ll have won” (3). She attempts to proteerself through reading and writing.
The library is the only space where Gloria Naykel§ safe. She continues, “The library
became, to me, a sacred place that | used likergesho read, to think and to dream” (4).
She elaborates on writing as a means of “movingbatavery and moving towards my
freedom. And to leave was to go back to bondagaaff7). In this direct discussion
of the power of literature to protect her, Naylecalls pre-emancipation fugitive
protagonists’ use of literature to recount theiveérom slavery to freedom. Like the
first black American fugitives, literature remai@$oria Naylor’'s black imaginary despite
the threat popular culture presents to the sanatitizat space. Unlike the other fugitives
studied here who attempt to escape the restricabA$rican American literature, Gloria
Naylor attempts to recoup literature as a positibaritique. She attempts to retreat to
African American literature, in an effort to recfait from the forces that seek to co-opt it
as a part of mainstrea&Rmerican culture.

As a figure on the fringes of society, Naylor eaknowledge all parts of her
identity. Naylor’s disturbing interviews ddational Public Radi@ndThe Investigative
Journalsuggest that the author also hopes to distanselh&om the national and
literary establishments and embrace a more radicdimarginal community. By
associating herself with the fringes of societyyl[dacomes to occupy the position of
critique that Hortense Spillers argues has bedrtddslack culture. The position in the
social margin is a desirable position becauseabkss Naylor to escape the intense

scrutiny that intrudes on her private mental spaces
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Indeed, Naylor’s novel and interviews about theeldunction as a single piece
of performance art. Performance art is “art in vartise medium is the artists’ own body
and the artwork takes the form of actions perforimgthe artist” (“performance art”).
Thus, Gloria Naylor’s choice to perform in interwig functions as an extension of the
narrative she explores in her text. Rather thasitipoing herself as a literary celebrity,
Naylor performs to position herself as a victimtba fringes of societylhe author
intentionally constructs an alternate and perh&pslsrous alter ego. Perhaps the curious
relationship between the author and the protagohistaylor's fantasy novel explains
why the novel published in 2005 has received lgtkolarly attentioR® No major
academic journals have published critical artithes focus on the text. Outside of the
NPR interview and an additional interview with theestigative Journalan alternative
news website, there is no indication that Naylasak has done very much to promote
the book. This is unusual for a novel by a Natiddabk Award winning author.

The NPR interview is uncomfortable to witness. boek’s cover announces the
book as a “novel by the author of TWéomen of Brewster Plateret, Ed Gordon of
NPR refers to the book as part of the “ambiguotsgmay some call fictionalized
memoir” and goes on to call it a “somewhat truespeal story” in his 2006 interview
with Naylor on National Public Radio. Naylor follewsordon’s comment with more
ambiguity: “Since many of these things did happethe real Gloria Naylor, by using
myself as a protagonist, | was able to have thd lagb partly as catharsis” (“Under the

Watchful Eye of the Government”). Naylor explaihattthe book is about the loss of

28 The novel, 1996,was reviewed by Vanessa BusIBiack Issues Book Reviéw4 (July/Aug 2005): 44;
and an excerpt was included in the following isstithe same magazine (7.5 (Sept/Oct 2005): 56+58. |
addition, John Jackson mentions the novel in hi2abokRacial Paranoia However, he does not
provide an in-depth analysis of the novel
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privacy in the nation and then initiates a linalgfcussion that might be easily
characterized as paranoid: “They [the governmeatphmoved well beyond just the
simple following of people, and the tapping of th@hones. But they now have
technology that is able to decode the brain pattand to detect what people are actually
thinking” (“Under the Watchful Eye of the Governnt§nAt first glance, Naylor’s
comments are disquieting. Rather than groundingbtements in academic or technical
discourse, in an effort to substantiate her claams put her audience at ease, Naylor
ensures that the audience will continue to be ufiedable. She assumes the role of a
victim. In the face of Gordon’s skeptical questimmiNaylor likens herself to an “abused
child” whose parents doubt the veracity of her tdlsexual abuse. She challengets “
the same thing that happens when a child is abwgedrusted adult. Now, that child

will go to some parents and tell them these thingSome of the parents will never
believe that Uncle George could be doing thesagthia their little girl. So, it's either that
you're gonna believe me, or you're not going teelbelme,it's the same thing” (“Under
the Watchful Eye of the Government”). The strengjtthis response to doubts that the
government possesses and employs mind controlaédias aligns the character Gloria
Naylor and the author Gloria Naylor. The authoemitonally positions herself as a
conspiracy theorist on the fringe of society.

Comparing Naylor’'s performance in her NPR intervigith her performance in
the interview with thénvestigative Journamost clearly illustrates her positional shift.
Thelnvestigative Journalvebsite maintained by Greg Syzmanski featureslestthat
focus on a variety of topics that fall under theegary of conspiracy theories. In

addition, Syzmanski hosts an internet talk radimssbvery Friday. It is difficult to
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discern if the website intends to entertain orinfoln his biography posted on the
website, Syzmanski adds to the confusion by dasgribimself as “satirist, writer and
journalist” as well as a “stand-up comedian andrmttin addition, Syzmanski’s talk
show has aired both on First Amendment radio, tamradtive news outlet run by the First
Amendment Media group, an organization whose pirgaal is to informandOnion

talk radio, an organization whose primary goabigitertain. This ambiguity places the
reader in the same ambiguous position suspendeeéetfact and fiction that the
audience experiences in Naylor’'s novel.

Naylor's demeanor in this interview is much diffieteShe is relaxed, factual,
upbeat, and chuckling as she relates her stolipgfin details left out of her novel. The
interview fills forty-nine minutes with only a feshort breaks for commercials. In
contrast, the NPR interview was a brief five misutduch of the difference between the
two interviews has to do with the journalist. Edr@mn challenges Naylor by “playing
devil’'s advocate,” while Syzmanski listens withauterruption, only encouraging her to
tell more of her story without challenge. A compan of the interviews makes clear that
Naylor, an intellectual who at one time would h&seéen most comfortable and accepted
on National Public Radio, relates an identity n@areaonly appropriate on the fringes of
society. NPR is federally funded and must abideidpg schedules, scriptand
regulations. Naylor cannot properly represent Henms¢he oppressive format. Instead,
she operates more comfortably in the loosely canstd world where time matters less.
Thelnvestigative Journaterview opens with Syzmanski’s apology, explagnthat
while they were supposed to begin the conversatitmNaylor at the top of the hour,

there was some “phone number” confusion that caasetbstantial delay. He promises
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that they will talk to Naylor for an hour or maylmmger. This disregard for schedule sets
the tone of passive acceptance that dominatesitieview. Thenvestigative Journal
permits Naylor to offer a critique of the governmesthout judgment. The tone of the
interview makes it clear that “Gloria Naylor” is énspace where she can be comfortable
with her story.

In the Syzmanski interview, Naylor laments tdedfening silence” surrounding
the book. She explains that publishers warned m@ihar editor not to publish the book
because it would “ruin her career.” At the menti8gzmanski asks, “Has it ruined your
career?” Naylor answers without hesitation, “Ndph’t think so.” Naylor goes on to
explain that the material in her novel is contr@i@rbut has been received well by those
who have prior knowledge of covert operations efglovernment. She continues on to
say that as an African American, she had some gniowledge of the covert operations
of the government such as COINTELPRO, althoughhghself is not political. She
relates the same message in both interviews. Nagkerts that she does not understand
why she was targeted by the government because ahmultural rather than a political
writer. Her emphasis on this division functionsadst of irony since the cultural writer
will always be a political writer if she assertswdture defined by opposition to the
mainstream. Naylor mentions that her book was gpasitive reviews by the American
Library Association an@lack Book Review’ Naylor goes on to mention that a “friend
of hers” met resistance when she tried to writelaran about the novel for tiéhicago
Sun Times Naylor immediately contextualizes the silenceaunding the book by

explaining that thé&lew York Times Book Revigwnesents fewer fiction bookand thus

29 | pelieve she mearBlack Issues Book Review
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her small independent publisher is not able to ecamfo get her novel reviewed. Here
Naylor displays just enough outrage to maintainaagimal position but at every turn

asserts her sanity.

Naylor’'s choice to publish996with Third World Press illustrates her desire to
shift into a space of black independence and distieness. Third World Press founder
and president, Haki Madabudiescribes the organization as “the oldest, contialyo
operating independent black publisher in the cgtirfh2). Indeed, the publishing
company began in 1967 in a basement on ChicagaithSide with a used mimeograph
machine. The press is closely connected with tlaelBArts Movement because of
Madabuti’'s connection to figures like Amiri Baraltad Sonia Sanchez. Naylor’'s choice
of a publisher whose roots are so firmly plantethm Black Arts Movement suggests
that Naylor hopes to ground her novel in a hisadmaoment that celebrated black
distinctiveness and perhaps even black separdtgrther, the name of the press denotes
an interest in a space of alterity. “Third world"a term used to refer to poor nations
outside of the west. Even Naylor’'s choice of puidismarks her departure from the

American mainstream.

Restoring literature as a space of critique

In Signs and CitiesMadhu Dubey argues that to locate black cultnrgockets
of sheer alterity” will “inevitably primitivize thg culture” (9). Yet, does the marginal
space have to be a space of “relative powerlessas4€3ubey asserts? To the contrary,
Naylor uses her novel to argue that placing Afriéamerican culture in the center of

American consumer culture diminishes black cultuihen African American literature
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is absorbed by American popular culture, the compl®f black identity is often
overlooked.

Gloria Naylor notices the spies because of herrabswispicion that she connects
directly to her knowledge of African American histoHer presence as the owner of the
plantation house draws attention to her raced Imodgimply because her presence is out
of order, but because she enforces the bounddrtbatqroperty out of a dogged sense
that she must fight for her entitlement, which sbanects to a racial sensibility. The
NSA agents continue to monitor Naylor because ofibhdity to detect their presence,
which infuriates and makes them feel incompeteheylunderstand Naylor’s wit and
ability to detect them as evidence of her rebelagainst them. Without trying, she
occupies a rebellious position. Naylor’s abilibydetect the agents is an indication of
racial awareness. Because of the struggles hengsdeeed, she imagines a society that
constantly doubts her position. Her ability to @etibe threat is the result of her raced
body.

By identifying the NSA as the perpetrator of theames against Gloria Naylor,
the author places the black body at the centemoérican privacy discourse to elucidate
the relationship between politics and culture i plost-civil rights moment. The black
imaginary space, a necessarily private space,psdkunder the weight of the high levels
of surveillance endured by black bodies. Nayla faigitive who retreats to her own
mind, the textual universe that she created, iermta protect her individual sense of

racial identity.

147



Chapter 4
Embracing and Escaping History: The Fugitive Turn n African American
Historical Writing

What, then, is a race? It is a vast family of hurbamgs, generally of common blood and
language, always of common history, traditions mmgulses, who are both voluntarily
and involuntarily striving together for the accoimspment of certain more or less vividly
conceived ideals of life (6)

W.E.B. Du Bois, “The Conservation of the Races 918
This social condition pictured itself graduallymy mind as a matter of education, as a
matter of knowledge; as a matter of scientific pahare in a world, which had become
scientific in concept. Later, however, all thisrfra of concept became blurred and
distorted (5).

W.E.B. Du BoisDusk of Dawn: An Essay toward an Autobiography Blaae Concept

1940
In his 1897 essay, “The Conservation of the Ras®<:.B. Du Bois confidently
asserts that blood, history, impulses and “strivoggether for the accomplishment of
certain....ideals of life” serve as the foundatioritad racial “family” (6). Yet by 1940, as
my second epigraph illustrates, Du Bois descrihesuncertainty, the dusk, that precedes
the dawn of a brighter racial future and questitvesdefinition of race he outlined in

1897. InDusk of Dawn An Essay Towards the Autobiograplayéce ConcepDu
Bois details the transition in his thought procé$s reflects,

“It was for me as | have written first a matterdaiwning realization, then of study and
science; then a matter of inquiry into the divessands of my own family; and finally
consideration of my connection, physical and spatitwith Africa and the Negro race in
its homeland. All this led to an attempt to ratiirethe racial concept in its place in the
modern world” (133).

In Dusk of DawnpDu Bois, the historian and sociologist, recordsdalf-reflexive
journey that led him to turn inward and rethinkishconcepts that had become “blurred
and distorted” (5). In this chapter, | analyze wwk of three literary historians, who,
like Du Bois, turn to autobiography in attemptsieate new scholarly forms capable of

clarifying the blurry lines surrounding race andtaxe in the post-civil rights era.
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In the previous chapters, | explained the diffigudt self-fashioning for the African
American novelist embedded in a literary traditstraped by the commaodification of
black literary culture. Here, | consider self-fashing from the perspective of the black
literary critic who engages in the creation andntenance of the collective African
American historical narrative. Like Du Bois, thes#ics create both the discourse and
the interpretive apparatus through which it is ustied. They too have experienced the
anxious pleasure of watching the racial concepichvthey have each had a part in
developing and interpreting, blur around them m plst-civil rights era. In response,
each writer has, like Du Bois, modified the autgjpaphical form in order to stabilize an
ever-changing narrative of black identity.

| call these three pieces of historical scholarshifpbiographies because the
authors use research to create historical narsagix@und racial families that account for
the contemporary existence of the authors themseNw®se scholars seek to relate the
history of their particular identities in a climédteat does not consistently acknowledge
the complexity of black identity. Henry Louis Gategalls searching for “not just the
names of [his] ancestors but for stories about tHenause he wanted to know more
about the people who “produced ...the person [he]demidme and was becoming” (5).
After detailing her fruitless efforts to learn abdwer family history from older relatives,
Carla Peterson admits that she had become “fradttat the lack of historical accounts
about the black elite prior to the Harlem Renaissafl7). Saidiya Hartman imagines
that she found her great-great-grandmother’s gkestemony in the “dusty tiers of the
Yale library” only to be unable to locate the teginy in a subsequent visit (15-16). Like

Gates and Peterson, she was not able to capteresa of who her family members were
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through traditional historical narratives. In respe to their frustrations and desires,
these scholars turn to scholarship to fill veryspeal voids. Like every autobiography,
these narratives tell the life stories of the sal®In question.

Redefining the Racial Family

Each author studied in this chapter uses an atteenfarm of scholarship to
interrogate and reconstruct the racial family. hnraovative and interdisciplinary
approach to African American history, Henry Louiat€& marries science and historical
research to restore more conventional ideas ofatial family. Constructing family in
the most traditional sense of the word, as a gadupood relations, Gates turns to blood,
to DNA analysis, to underscore the commonalitiesrgrthe African Americans he
features inThe African American Lives Projeict partnership with Public Broadcasting
Corporation in 2006. Its success spawned a sedocimentaryAfrican American
Lives 2,in 2008, as well as a third speciBiscovering Oprah’s RootsIn 2007, the first
of two companion booksn search of Oprah’s Rootgajas published. The comprehensive
In Search of Our Roofellowed two years later iR009. My analysis in this chapter will
focus on the latter worR°

In Search of Our Roofsinctions as a primer for African Americans segkio
interpret genealogical and biological data. Gagtaldishes nineteen African Americans
as models for those interested in learning howm¢oriporate genetic data into their own
genealogies. In each entry in the anthology, Gatesents the subject, an African

American at the top of his/her respective fielgrafessionally researched family history.

30 Shortly after the publication of these books, P&$thed yet another documentary with Gates as the
host,Faces of Americdn which a team of researchers unearth the gengalogmericans from many
different backgrounds.
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Gates provides the subjects with an analysis of gemetic material. In each case, the
DNA analysis permits Gates’ team of researchetsdw conclusions about the African
origins of the participants’ ancestors and thegemtors’ route to the United States.
Although each family story stands alone, Gatesfaliyainderscoring the narrative
pillars of the traditional African American histoal narrative. Gates places emphasis on
slavery and the Middle Passage as well as eaclyfarascent from slavery to economic
success. His attention to the similarities amomgpérticipants’ stories gives the reader
the impression of a unified racial family.

Gates openi Search of Our Rootsith an introductory section titled “family
matters” in order to underscore his abiding interesnaintaining a unified racial family
narrative. He opens the section by describing fasdfather’s habit of collecting
obituaries of local African Americans to illustrateat preserving historical narratives and
exploring genealogy is, indeed, a family matter £ continues by expressing his
consternation that he could not recover as mudarnmédtion about his family history as
some white Americans. Gates laments that genealogisearch is a “fraught process,
always a mix of joy, frustration, and outrage asriconstruction of their history—
individually and collectively—must always be foryafrican American” (5). For this
reason, Gates expresses excitement about they abiitigment traditional research with
DNA analysis. Throughout his introduction, Gatesgpessively extends his desire to
learn more about his own family history to his deso learn more about the day-to-day
experiences of “members of our extended familiehopes that this knowledge will
“change the official narrative of American histotself’(12). Gates suggests that all

African Americans are part of one large familyhis estimation, the African American
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historical narrative can be shaped by a collegtiterest in filling in gaps with genetic
data.

Like Du Bois and Gates, Carla Peterson placesehet the center of the racial
family in Black Gotham A Family History of African AmericandNineteenth Century
New York City(2011). Yet, Peterson seeks a social narrativeleatly defined in Gates’
anthology. Her interest lies in an African Americammunity so small that it has only
left behind traces of information. In her pionegrivork of scholarship, she turns to
what her relative Maritcha Lyons calls the “fugdigcraps” of information about her
ancestors to imagine lives that were situated detsf most assumptions about black life
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Peatdnstoricizes the small pieces of
information that she was able to recover aboutheestors by turning to public
documents such as newspapers, convention proceeaigmeeting records. This
represents a unique approach to researching andirgpAfrican American history.
Building upon Lyon’s concept of scrap, she usesrapbook format to organize her
book. She explains that in contrast to Toni Momist'm not a novelist, however, and |
can’t compensate for my family’s silences by wagtiitction. Instead, I've turned to the
archives” (27). Peterson uses the archive to helwbnnect the dots.

In opposition to the corporatized approach to bidektity formation embodied
in the PBS funded@he African American Lives Proje®eterson takes a personal
approach. She explains in the “Quest” section ofphelogue that her exploration of a
family heirloom, a desk, containing scraps of infation about two of her ancestors—
photographs of Phillip White and Peter Guignon smiche of White’s library books—Iled

her to the archives (18). The scraps of informatiooked away in desk, illustrate how
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academic study of African American history has aatounted for the pieces of
information that do not fit into the widely accegpt&frican American identity narrative
that Gates confirms with DNA research. Indeed, iBetés genetic information would
bypass the object of her quest, given that shessaslght into the social legacy she has
inherited. By placing emphasis on a new versiotnefracial family, one that does not
depend on tracing African roots or the historylaf/ery, Peterson challenges the
uniformity of the narrative put forward in Search of Our Rootsler desire to
understand her own family led her to construct aanmuanced image of the racial family
at large.

Like Peterson, Saidiya Hartman challenges Gatesidsbased system of
affiliation in Lose Your Mothe(2007). Instead, Hartman identifies experiences of
resistance as the ties that bind the racial fantlgr narrative opens with her arrival in
Elmina, Ghana where she hopes to research thenspatary memory of the African
slave trade while on a Fulbright Fellowship. Déspier academic funding, Hartman
does not harbor any illusions about her true imv&st She wants to know if the people of
Ghana feel the pain of the slave trade as acusetpha does. She wants to test the theory
that slavery unites black people. She explainsrthath like the “slave and the ex-slave,”
she wants “what had been severed: kin” (6). EgaBntshe hopes to align her life
experiences with the theoretical frameworks thggsst that shbelongsto an African

diasporic community—a racial family.

Hartman’s desire to align experience and theorgddeer to narrow her definition
of the racial family. Over the course of the navatshe rejects the traditional ideas of a

racial family connected by blood and trauma thaie&aspouses. Disappointment leads
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her to abandon her search for those who sharexperience of racial trauma in favor of
those who share her experiences of resistanceiviegiwho secret away to liminal
spaces to escape oppression. Her hybrid text, @quis travelogue, personal essay,
genealogical history and archival notes, refleetsfagitive status. Refusing to conform
to standard formats, Hartman uses her text to kstahe fugitive impulse as the thread

that connects the racial family.

The African American Lives Project

Henry Louis GatesThe African American Lives Projesponds to the impact
thatThe Human Genome Projetad on the cultural production of radée Human
Genome Projecias it was popularly interpreted, gave credendkdadea that we live in
the age of post-identity politics, a term meandégcribe the contemporary moment when
race does not function as a solid epistemologicalnding for claims of social inequality.
Launched in October of 1990, the explicit goallbeE Human Genome Projests to
produce a complete map of the human genome by 286&ntists hoped that such a
map would enable them to prevent or cure diseaghggenetic origins and construct
personalized treatmertsManaged by The United States Department of Enanglythe
National Institute for Health, the well-funded profj was completed two years ahead of
schedule in 2003. In addition to the significantdal advancements linked to the

project, the data produced e Human Genome Projegas welcomed as evidence of

31 |n “The Age of Biology and the Responsible AncestMartha Krebs and Daniel Drell explain that the
HGP will enhance the ability of scientists to prtdhe development of diseases and provide patveitits
broader opportunities for early diagnosis” (17).
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the falsity of enduring concepts of race that amigded in biologs.

Gates undertook Search of Our Root® restore the classic Du Boisian racial
family thatThe Human Genome Projdatdings disrupt. In my first epigraph, Du Bois

asserts that “common blood,” “common history” ahdred “traditions and impulses”
define the racial family (6). Gates uses blood ysialto link African Americans to
Africa and the slave trade. In his narrative, blagotistory. The entries in the anthology
emphasize similarities among his selected indiv&ldastories and traditions. For
example, in his entry on Morgan Freeman Gates axql@Almost 1 million slaves were
moved from the Upper South to the Lower South alwith Morgan’s ancestors (among
them were also the ancestors of Tom Joyner, T Kkes]Jdon Cheadle, and Linda
Johnson Rice, who will be discussed later in tloigd)” (69). By pointing out
commonalities, Gates connects the genealogicairigstcollected iin Search of Our

Rootsto one another. He arranges the stories to gevéntpression of a unified racial

family.

In a preface to the anthology, Gates includes Whatlentifies as the most salient
elements of African American history as well aseaplanation of his use of DNA to
cement the connection between blood and histogeaion titled “Prefatory Notes on
the African Slave Trade,” is designed to give thdiance “historical background” to
help them “more fully appreciate the stories irsthook” (15). By narrowing the reader’s
focus to slavery at the outset, Gates suggestshtanhost important moments in African

American history are the years prior to emancipatihis same section details the DNA

32 For more about the explicit efforts that the coggimns and agencies funding HGP made to reactoout t
minority communities se€he Human Genome Project and Minority Communitighical, Social, and
Political Dilemmas.
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analysis procesd® which he describes as a “miracle” that allows édri Americans to
“symbolically reverse the middle passage” (10). gdavides a tutorial covering the
African Slave Trade to cultivate an appreciationldflmod analysis as a tool for
understanding African American history. By doing ke magnifies the relationship

between blood, history, and racial identity in gresent.

Gates’ anthology of celebrity biographies, compleiitn DNA test results,
revisits the highly political collective narratiferged during and immediately after the
civil rights movement. In his entry on Quincy Jon@stes reveals that he envisidree
African American Lives Projees a Rootsfor the twenty-first century, using all the
most up-to-date research techniques” (41). The lpopuof Alex Haley’'sRoots
franchise in the 1970’s was evidence of populatucels turn towards slavery during a
period when more historical information about AfimcAmericans and people of African
heritage became available to the general pulllicthe 1970's, slavery served as an
important symbol for African Americans becauseoitkearly illustrated the black

suffering at the center of America’s racial drafg.connecting his project with Haley’s

33 In “The Informationalization of Race: Communicatj@atabases, and the Digital Coding of the
Genome,” Peter A. Chow-White's discusses the wagtsdenomic coding impacts our understanding of
racial culture.

3% Rootsis only one example of the slave narratives teameated the popular culture of the period. In
1969, John O. Killens’ noveélavesvas publishedSlaveswas Killens’ novelization of the 1969 movie
adaptation ofuncle Tom’s CabinKeith Gilyard notes in his biography of Killertsat Slavesunctioned as
a response to William Styron’s novel of slaveryeTonfessions of Nat Turner (196/@) which Styron
won the Pulitzer Prize (247). Killens was not alaméis objections to the novel. Some African Aican
authors expressed disdain for Styron’s interpretadif the Turner story in the essay collectidfilliam
Styron’s Nat Turner: Ten Black Writers Resp@h@68). The authors felt that William Styron
misappropriated the slave narrative in his novédo/a representation of slavery in the 1970’s, Kyle
Onstott’s pulp fiction novel about slaveiMandingo(1954) was turned into a poorly reviewed movie in
1975.
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Roots,Gates suggests thahe African American Lives Projecan also serve as a
unifying force for African Americans. Genetic geluggy connects African Americans to
each other through the black body, thereby resjaitost sense of collective identity. By
linking race and DNA, Gates attempts to centralieenarrative of racial identity, just as
it was centralized in the early years of the pegt-aghts period.

Like Haley’'sRoots the narratives collected in Search of Our Roowslaborate
the connection between the subjects and the trafisiavery. Hence, Gates
reestablishes the Middle Passage as the mostisantithread that connects members of
the racial family. Gates relies heavily on inforroatcollected in the Transatlantic Slave
Database, an archive containing information ab&@C slave ship voyages, to provide
participants with a personalized rendering of tlagicestor's Middle Passage experience.
Indeed, the final pages of each family storyniSearch Of Our Rootdetail a Middle
Passage journey that provides the year the subjactestors were abducted from
African countries and the route they took into lokimerica. This data adds depth and
specificity to the general narrative of forced matgwn. For instance, in his entry on
Quincy Jones’ DNA, Gates reveals that Jones’ anceskely were abducted and sold
into slavery by the “warriors of the Lunda Empigeid then sold to members of the
Zombo tribe and various African middle men. Wheeytheached the port, they were
likely traded to Europeans for about “fifty dollavgorth of cloth, salt, or alcohol and
then loaded on an English ship specially designedlave cargo” (56). These details
bring the Middle Passage to life for both the sabgnd the reader, thereby making
trauma a constitutive part of the collective AfncAmerican identity narrative that Gates

creates.
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In the same veirin Search of Our Rootlso reinforces the connection between
Africa and African American identity. The text exglifies what Saidiya Hartman calls
the “romance of return,” meant here the lofty agstiom that African Americans can feel
at home in Africa. Such assumptions collapse kimermlogical and spatial differences
between contemporary African Americans and conteargonhabitants of the continent
of Africa. For example, after delivering a very a@itgtd history of Chris Tucker’s
American family, Henry Louis Gates presents theraeith his DNA analysis. Tucker is
so moved, that he decides to visit Angola with Gatevisit the site of the kingdom of
Matamba from which his ancestors were taken. Whezker arrives in one of the
“oldest villages in the area” he is greeted bylalm@tion that includes everyone from
village elders to children. Gates himself expressgsRootsenvy” at the greeting that
Tucker receives (413). While not every celebritymber of theAfrican American Lives
Projectchooses to record his/her “return” to Africa, Teck visit, as well as the
specificity of the information provided by the shewesearch, reinvigorates the fantasy
that African Americans can regain some of what lwasduring slavery by reversing the
Middle Passage.

Tucker’s is the final entry in the anthology, susfiygg that his is the ideal end of
the quest the text initiates. Tucker relies on &ated his team of researchers and
scientists to interpret the historical informatiemd construct a family history for him,
and he dutifully enacts the script he is providadagh his visit to Angola. As a
character on a reality television show, he perfottmsfantasy of return to Africa and
concretizes the possibility of enacting DNA resulitsthis way, the project recalls Alex

Haley's visit to Juffre in the 1970’s, one of mampments in African American history
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that African Americans turned to “back to Africa’orrements in search of escape from
the oppressive conditions fostered by the Ameriearal system.In Search of Our
Rootsexemplifies the conventional understanding of glationship between African
American identity and the romance of return to édri

Gates’ choice to supplement more traditional geswehl narratives with blood
analysis makeb Search of Our Roofsigitive in form. Despite the significant role tha
DNA analysis plays in Gates’ historical researtle, $cience is simply used to support a
traditional narrative of African American identity¥Vhile Tucker had a genetic test result
that was specific enough to allow a scene of retemmniscent oRoots the results of the
other participants were not as specific. For exampén Carson’s DNA results are some
of the most “complicated” in the book (198). Gatasrates Carson'’s results,
“We found matches with tribes all over the Africaontinent: with the Bamileke in
Cameroon; the Bassa, Yoruba, and Edo in NigereMbande in Sierra Leone; the
Turkana in Kenya; and with Bantu-speaking repredesg of the Cabinda enclave in
west-central Africa....Of course, with so many mag;heis impossible to say for
certain. And Ben seems very happy just to know ltiieagenes are dispersed so widely
across Africa” (198).
Carson'’s results reveal the conventionality ofghgect’s narrative about the connection
between African Americans and Africa. His resulisa sense, confirm what he already
knew. His ancestors were abducted from somewhehérica and arrived at some point
during the American slave trade. Carson’s satigfaatith this narrative supports Keith
Wailoo’s claim that DNA results are best receivdtew they confirm what we already
know about ourselves (14)he African American Lives Projectlies on DNA to
stabilize conventional narratives about the Afridéanerican relationship to Africa.

Whereas discussion of the lost connections t@éfinforms the “African” part of

African American historical narrative in the tettie success narratives that Gates
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includes inin Search of Our Rootstabilize the “American” part of African American
identity. All the subjects in the text are “leaglifigures in the African American
community” (15). With this choice, Gates aligne tollective African American
historical narrative with the American “bootstragrrative,” meant here the idea that
Americans live in an environment that does notgméesbstacles to citizens who are
willing to work hard to advance socially and ecormncatly.

The stories focus on African American success.dxample, Gates opens his
entry on Oprah Winfrey, by stating, “Oprah Winfigyone of the most famous people on
earth...l am dying to know how this woman, a descendtilliterate slaves in
Mississippi, dirt poor scratchers of the soil, baeahe inimitable ‘Oprah’(200). In the
introduction, Gates notes both Oprah’s fame andaheestor’s poverty to draw attention
to the slavery-to-freedom narrative she embodi@ates also makes connections between
African Americans and American narratives of sedation and exceptionalism in his
entry on Whoopi Goldberg. He describes Goldbertgims reminiscent of Fitzgerald’s
Gatsby, reflecting that she is “essentially... henaseation—a product of her own
brilliant imagination, sui generis, her own brammechher extended family tree (229). His
description of Goldberg, who jokes that her fansidyne in on the Mayflower, points to a
spirit of independence that is quintessentially Anan (241). Thus, the collective
identity narrative that Gates asserts is clasgicklbled—African through slave trade,
American through spirit.

The Du Boisian scholar goes out of his way to easfze African American
connections to Africa via the Middle Passage wim@tuding language that underscores

the American success narrative as a part of blaltiire. Perhaps Tom Joyner best
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expresses his sentiments about the project withdrrection of Gates’ comment that
Joyner has a “remarkably compelling African Amenicaory” (177). Joyner responds, “
It's not an African American story—I have an Amaiicstory, don’t 1?” Every story that
Gates includes in the anthology is necessarily mercan story of success since all of
the participants are accomplished citizens whosé Bbggests that their families rose
from slavery to financial success in little moranhl50 years.
Black Gotham

In Black GothamCarla Peterson puts names and faces on a comnadipieople
who were previously footnotes and exceptions aod #xtends the racial family. Yet, the
very form of her work defies the unifying myths petuated inn Search of Our Roots.
Since there are gaps in the narrative that sheotdifinPeterson organizes the text like a
“scrapbook.” The form allows her to historicize iie scraps of information recovered
from the archives with hopes of bringing the quiaiidexperiences of black Gothamites
alive for the reader in much the same way that &ases the data from the Transatlantic
Slave Database to animate the narrative of the iBdssage. Peterson describes the
world that her ancestors inhabited in great detthie-€hurches, the schools, the streets,
clubs and societies, their friends, neighbors aidigal beliefs. The information she
offers disproves conventional beliefs about blatgntity such as: all nineteenth-century
African Americans were victims of enslavement amatéd migration, and an elite class
of African Americans did not exist until the conteonary moment (Peterson @®lack
Gothamshines light on an overlooked black community.

Rather than only relating a story about the satighmas associated with slavery,

Peterson also tells the story of free people whoselan “African” affiliation. In the first
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part of her book, she details the lives of freepgpeof color in Lower Manhattan from
1795-1865" (33)> Many members of the community on “Collect Stradéntified
themselves as “African,” although they hailed framariety of geographic spaces,
“Netherlands, Spain, Morocco, and Sierra Leoned mpresented a variety of racial and
ethnic backgrounds (43). Unlike the story that Gag#ls about African Americans who
have no choice but to be united by blood, Peteitionines a community that preferred
to be designated as “Africans.” Quite the oppositbeing shamed by their differences,
these black Gothamites adopted racial identitieg@@r to organize themselves into a
political unit (44). Thus, for a minority of AfriceAmericans in the years before
emancipation, “African” identity served as stratedecision rather than a racial trauma.

This information does not challenge the veragftates’ claims that most
African Americans suffered under the burden of stg\prior to emancipation. Instead, it
complicates our understanding of the constructédreaf racial identity in this period.
The assumption is, generally, that prior to 186&nag) of the state set the parameters of
racial identity in order to justify slavery and mtin control of the black body. Yet,
Peterson’s narrative suggests that the black Gatbaset the parameters of their racial
identity locally. In this marginal community madp af fugitives from across the globe,
“African” identity was a social advantage rathearita social stigma.

In another departure from Gates’ unifying narrabtdéorced migration, Peterson
examines the benefits of the cosmopolitan attitadigpted by many black Gothamites.
The emotions surrounding forced migration are nwear inln Search of Our Roots

with the expressed desire to “reverse the MiddksBage” (10). Indeed he African

35 In Search of Our Rooiscludes a discussion of free blacks in Gategienbn Peter J. Gomes and Sara
Lawrence-Lightfoot
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American Lives Projedtands as what Alondra Nelson calls a reconalmgiroject, a
project that uses DNA to mend “broken ties withicomnmunity, nation-state, or
diaspora” (21). Forced migration fosters a sendess of and longing for &ue culture
that has been displaced by the oppressor’s culture.

Cosmopolitanism, the appreciation of and, oftefiljatfon with multiple
cultures, contrast sharply with forced migratioatdPson’s narrative suggests that
cosmopolitanism empowered New York’s African Amaricelite to operate from a
position of belonging rather than a position ofr@eening. Instead of fixating on losses
incurred during migration, black Gothamites werkedb, as Peterson explains,
“negotiate double consciousness” by “imagin[ingiéeal world—a world without
borders, a global community of voluntary citizensbry for open cultural and
intellectual exchange” (130). She continues, asz&ms of the world they could without
contradiction claim to be both African-descended citizens of the United States”
(130). Rather than placing emphasis on an Afrisarerican identity that straddles two
spheres, Peterson suggests that many nineteertticbltack New Yorkers understood
themselves as global residents. By doing so, sisefoathe reconsideration of the
broader cultural influences that inform the resiseaand striving that define black
culture.

Instead of offering a definitive perspective abihe African American
connection to Africa rooted in the machinist preessof the body, the scrapbook format
of Black Gothanallows the juxtaposition of a variety of ideas abAfrican origin that
circulated during the nineteenth-century. The diitgrof the black Gothamites’ attitudes

about Africa reflects their cosmopolitan identiti®eterson describes the pride that
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Alexander Crummell felt when he told the story of father, Boston Crummell, who
although stolen from Sierra Leone, “could not saae” and, as such, left his captor’s
service (38). Alternatively, Peterson explaingd tew York blacks named themselves
“colored Americans” in order to publically asséréir American identity while
understanding their African connection to Africa‘deeir special heritage” (121). The
author includes a discussion of the prominencetloiblaianism, the belief that Africa
would eventually reclaim the powerful position titadttained in the ancient world (121).
She notes that Alexander Crummell and Henry Gabegan to think diasporically” and
subsequently worked in support of organizations phamoted collaboration between
black people on different continents (202). Shénlgipts James McCune Smith’s
understanding that his African blood connected tara “history of racial oppression,”
that provided African Americans a “special destifiguffering and redemption” and
positioned them to “purify” the government of thkirthplace (124 and 131).

In contrast to Gates’ “Prefatory Notes on the AdrnicSlave Trade” that,
necessarily, provides only a small window into listorical narrative surrounding
African Americans and Africa, Peterson providesv@ige overview of nineteenth
century attitudes towards Africa. Instead of aabf@amily created through blood,
Peterson outlines a racial family created througtohical and cultural affiliation. The
cosmopolitan black Gothamites understand theinm@sig a variety of ways. When
juxtaposed with the consistency of Gates DNA infuisistorical narrative where all
blood connects the subjects to Africa, the fornPeferson’s text illustrates her fugitive

status.
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Peterson does not limit herself to the discussidhe Gothamites’ attitudes
towards Africa, like Gates she tells quintesselytidimerican stories. Rather than
emphasizing the transition from slavery to conterappeconomic success, she
highlights the educational achievements that ekel/abme African Americans to the top
of the social hierarchy in the nineteenth centtgterson observes that the “elite held
education to be the key to black advancement” (188)ne of the black Gothamites
received the best education possible for a perfoalor in that period. Peterson devotes
an entire chapter to the Mulberry Street Schoolfafidws, in subsequent chapters, some
of the schools more accomplished graduates thrthegheducational endeavors such as
Isaiah DeGrasse’s, Alexander Crummell’s, and CkedRleason’s fights to receive fair
treatment at New York’s General Theological Semjinand James McCune Smith’s trek
to Glasgow for a M.D. Peterson also explores theéetrapprenticeships of several of the
elite New York blacks. Thuglack Gothamillustrates that the African Americans who
had access to formal education in the nineteenttucgused those opportunities to
elevate their socioecomic standing.

In a departure from narratives that boast of aiedhi€ollective racial identity,
Peterson reveals the “sharply defined” class disbins between African Americans in
the period and explains the upper-class African Acaea decision to “wall themselves
off” and “retreat into the privacy of their homasdaclubs” to protect themselves from
white contempt incurred by the presence of lowassblacks (322). The black
Gothamites used a variety of literary societies,Rhilomathean Lodge, Free Masonry
and Odd Fellowship in the years before the warBms Society of Sons of New York

and the New York and Newport Ugly Fishing Clubhe tyears after the war to reinforce
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boundaries around their community (133 and 317erBen also discusses the various
political organizations and causes that featurednprently in the community including
segregated associations like The New York Assamidbr the Political Elevation and
Improvement of the People of Color, and The NewkyS®ociety for the Promotion of
Education Among Colored Children, as well as inaggpl organizations like anti-slavery
societies and the Whig party (203 and 199). ThlagkbGothamites maintained their
affiliations through a carefully managed networksotial and political organizations.
These organizations, some of which only acceptetimees on an invitation only basis,
illuminate the significance of class distinctioretween African Americans in the
nineteenth-century.

In Black GothamPeterson highlights the contributions of an ajiteup of
African Americans. Instead of DNA, Peterson fillsthe gaps with her “memory work,”
her research in the archives, and her own deskadw (27). The author makes her
experience of collecting and considering a cematponent of the narrative. Thus,
Peterson’s text not only accounts for a forgottastpbut also accounts for her own
presence as a black scholar in the present. Shairexg‘On a personal level, | want to
claim a form of belonging I've never had” (17). WBlack GothamPeterson seeks to

diversify the collective identity narrative in orde find herself within it.

Lose Your Mother

In Lose Your MotherSaidiya Hartman connects the racial family thioug
experiences of individual resistance rather thanetkperience of collective racial trauma
that Gates relies on in Search Of Our Root$lartman’s narrative vacillates between

recollections of her experiences in Ghana, herpnétation of stories found in the
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archives, and memories of her family life sincecdlthese are essential components in
Hartman’s family fashioning process. As such, gties on the unifying trope of the
fugitive to symbolize a racial family whose membars affiliated and, yet, can stand
alone—much like the chapters of her hybrid worlsdifolarship.

In opposition to the romantic story of Chris Tuckéreturn” to Angola,
Hartman'’s trip to Ghana shatters her hopes thathieed history of slavery would
enable her to experience kinship in Africa. As eademic, and as one of the creators of
the collective black identity narrative, Hartmannsested in the theoretical frameworks
that suggest that she should, like Tucker, feermection to Africa. Yet, she experiences
distance rather than acceptance. The author esgh@inisolation while traveling with

other Fulbright scholars in Ghana,

| had been alienated from my peers as far baclcaaltl remember. Even in the first
grade, | had played alone in the schoolyard, wragppiy head in my red sweater,
pretending it was a nun’s habit and that | wasebistadonna. In whatever group | found
myself, | usually felt like an outsider. What wafeatent this time was that everyone else
made it apparent that they considered me an outside(214)

This experience of stigmatization cuts more dedpdyn the self-imposed isolation of the
schoolyard not only because Hartman does not levepition to be the “same” as the
others, but also because it proves the lie of #reA&frican identity that would enable
intellectuals to build a bridge over the Middle Sage. Instead of being able to connect
with other academic members of the diaspora, Harttiigcovers that she is not
considered “African,” and her academic credentiaésnot enough to garner their respect.
Hartman likens moments spent with the other Fulitrggholars to time spent in the
schoolyard because her peers taunt her with consntikat “We will conduct the

interviews, while you try to figure out who you &(812). Just as the first grade
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schoolyard was a formative experience for Hartntlais,rejection from African scholars
shapes her identity. Hartman opines, “For my cglles, my self-proclaimed African
identity, albeit hyphenated, was fanciful and mya8if name an amusement. They
could hardly manage to say it without snickering1§). Her pursuit of “African” identity
based on blood and theory reduces her to chilthétplessness with no possibility of
inclusion. Hartman’s experience of feeling likeartsider while traveling with African
scholars in Ghana illustrates that theoretical &aorks that assume a connection

between members of the African diaspora are nodoreglistic.

Hartman openly questions the value of DNA analgsis path to constructing a
racial family. She describes herself wanderingulgh Elmina Castle darkening the
already dark chambers with her disappointment beereception by the locals in Ghana.
In this moment, the docent on duty in the castlenels, “It is no longer the door of no
return, because now you are back” (90). Hartmaveleaer reader to decide if the
comment was meant to provide comfort or to mock lmethis moment, Hartman’s
reflections on genetic genealogy and her own aspnsto find kinship in Ghana

underscore the irony of the docent’s statement:

“I later read an article in The New York Times abafrican Americans
attempting to fill in the blank spaces of theirtbry with DNA tests. By
matching Y-chromosomes and mitochondrial DNA vingt bf
contemporary Africans, they had hoped to get clés@n African home
than a slave dungeon. History had failed to soheerhystery of an
unknown past, so they had put their faith in saethespite the ambiguous
and inconclusive results of the test. One man’sd&stayed with me.
Having discovered that his ancestors were from Gaore he remarked
that he felt more lost than before. Now he wasaegted from an ancestral
tribe as well as the country of his birth. “It'kk being lost and found at
the same time, he said. Being in EImina Castlelikaghat t00.”(Q0)
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As a member of an elite class of producers of kedgé about African American history
and culture, Hartman cannot find comfort in eittier rich history of ElImina Castle or
genetic data. Scientifically, it is without questithat African Americans share some
measure of genetic data with people who inhabitcAfrYet, attempts to connect African
American identity and culture to the continent médadings of loss more acute for
Hartman. Her experience does not align with theAlfhough scientists have managed to
map the human genome, scientific knowledge cancamuat for the losses experienced
by the descendants of those who endured the MRlaisage. Hartman’s attachment to
“one man’s words” that he was “more lost than befdiustrates her dismay that the
closer she gets to the raw data, the genetic ssie@mg contemporary Ghanaian lives the

more certain she is that the losses are unquénéfend thus irreparable.

Although the “romance of return” to Africa and btbanalysis do not form a
stable foundation on which Hartman can build aaldeimily, she does feel connected to
those who share her experiences. As a result adrichival research, Hartman has a
proprietary interest in the traumatic aspects efdbllective African American identity
narrative. Like the fugitive slave who transpottssery into lands where there is no
slavery, Hartman feels that she carries the ematiourden of slavery and comes to rely
on it as a constitutive part of her racial identBye expresses this sentiment in her

description of arguments she has with her brother:
No matter how vehemently he and | disagreed, wieabeth accepted was that the
experience of slavery had maakeanus, that is it had created the conditions under which

we had fashioned an identity. Dispossession wasigtory. That we could agree on.
The solidarity that | felt with other black peomlepended largely on this history. (74)
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Hartman’s sense of loss binds her to other blacdilee but only those who share her
local American experiences. Despite her longingrtderstand herself as a part of a
diasporic racial family, she has difficulty feelisgnnected to the people in Ghana
because their quotidian experiences differ gre&the recalls an “octogenarian” asking if
it was most appropriate to refer to her as “negrmigra” (56). This moment is
particularly painful to her because the old marhwihom she desires a kinship bond
eliminates any possibility of a connection betw#em by admitting that he does not
know what to call her. Further, he only understamelsthrough the narrow and dated
lens of “negro and nigra.” His question suggesas e has no understanding of the day-
to-day experience of American black life. Hartmaesithis moment as an opportunity to

reflect on the painful reality that in Ghana sh&oisruni,” stranger and foreigner.

Hartman’s response to the man is also tellisghee “caught [herself] before
Brooklyn rushed out of [her] mouth in a string edfanity” (56). In that moment, she
identifies herself not even as an American but esient of Brooklyn, a local identity.
Here she ties identity ever closer to local expegeand further away from blood and
slavery. She is Brooklyn rather than black. Thiresents a sharp departure from the
narrative espoused by Gates. Ultimatelyse Your Mothemourns the loss of the
fantasy of an African diasporic family as it argdeslocal and particular notions of
racial identity.

Unlike reconciliation projects that seek to recolst histories, Hartman suggests
that losing parts of histories, families and ideesi is part of the cost of freedom. In the

final pages of.ose Your Mother-Hartman declares the necessity of moving beyond
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previous articulations of African American identit{ld identities,” writes Hartman,
“sometimes had to be jettisoned in order to inveaw ones. Your life just might depend
on this capacity for self-fashioning. Naming onésekew was sometimes the price
exacted by the practice of freedom” (233). THusse Your Motheis a text about
creating a new way of understanding racial affiiat or to put it differently,
reconfiguring the racial family.

Hartman chooses to shift her focus from sharedréxpees of racial trauma to
shared experiences of resistance. She relies dagtieve figure as a representative of
resistance. She finds the trope of the fugitivthenexperiences of people in Ghanaian
villages, in the archive, and in her own familyrg#e. Like her narrative that refuses
traditional narrative form in favor of abrupt skifbetween travelogue, historical
scholarship and family memoir, Hartman’s racial ilgrs comprised of a variety of
people collected from a variety of different spaiceler life. Nonetheless, they are all
bound by their commitment to resistance.

Although she is not greeted as enthusiasticall@tass Tucker, Hartman feels at
home in Gwolu, a community that was founded by Glrears who ran away from their
communities of origin to avoid being captured aoldl $nto slavery. In this place, she is
called “sister” (235). Only in this fugitive villagdoes she have the opportunity to hear
what she describes as “my song, the song of théribe” (235). Although Hartman was
invited by the chief of Salaga, the location of kegest slave market in Ghana, to build a
home there, she feels a genuine connection orBwalu. The difference between the
two villages for Hartman is the difference betwéanging the ties of racial affiliation

through trauma, or as she puts it, “building a hama slave market,” or forging ties
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through resistance, being called “sister” by thecd@dants of fugitives.

Hartman feels a similar connection with a fugitfigure she locates in the
archives. When compared to chapter six, a chajtie With personal recollections,
chapter seven initially reads like a traditionadqe of scholarship. Yet, the end the
chapter takes a surprising shift into fiction. Tmapter focuses on Hartman’s archival
research. She recounts the story of an unnamedigirivas hung from the mast of a
slave ship. The ship’s captain was subsequendg for her death. Hartman locates
multiple versions of the story in the archive. Afteorking her way through several
versions of the “facts” of the story, Hartman imaeg the incident from a third person
omniscient perspective that provides insight i girl’'s thoughts. In her
fictionalization of the incident, Hartman understarhe girl as a fugitive who believes
that “She had discovered a way off the ship” thioatarvation (152). By re-telling the
girl’s story, imagining her as a person with thd wa resist, Hartman inducts the
unnamed girl into her racial family of fugitives.

Rather than anchoring her racial identity in heobl, Hartman, who had for
much of her life felt like an outsider within hemhily, finds a new connection with her
family through the fugitive’s narrative of resist&n She recalls envying her brother for
being the “rightful heir” of the family name and decides to keep the name after she
marries for that reason (82). She is surprised Wiegrarchival research reveals that her
“grandfather wasn’t a Hartman at all” since the eaines not actually appear on his
birth certificate. Instead, the name is evidenckesfgrandfather’s resistant act of defying
conventions and using his white father's name agaie wishes of the family (82). Thus,

Hartman finds that she has more in common withgn@ndfather than she imagined.
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Rather than connecting with her family membersufgloblood, Hartman’s family ties
are forged with resistance.

Hartman'’s visit to Ghana changes her understgnafithe racial family. She
writes, “If after a year in Ghana | could still calyself an African American, it was
becauseny Africahad its source in the commons created by fugitresrebels, in the
courage of suicidal girls aboard slave ships, arttié efforts, thwarted and realized, of
revolutionaries intent upon stopping the clock arstituting a new order, even if it cost
them their lives” (234, my emphasis). The condiglomature of the first sentence reflects
the pensive academic’s uncertainty about the nolaeme that has been one of the most
consistent pieces of her identity up to this pdsite has decided to break away from the
old racial family. The possessive pronoun placeflant of Africa illustrates the new
family that she has created. With the phrase, “rfic,” the scholar draws attention to
the differences between an archival Africa of henareation—the seat of her racial
family—and the actual geographical spaces in Gliaatashe visited. The stories of
“fugitives and rebels, courage of suicidal girls ndaevolutionaries” that Hartman
references are stories that the author constracisgh archival research and folds into
her narrative in.ose Your MotherHartman’s Africa is more than just the literamyage
of Africa that has captured the imagination of samgnAfrican diasporic authors. Instead,
her Africa is a personal creation forged out oe“tommons,” and further enabled by her
access to the archives, which allows her to coostrthistorical narrative with which she
can identify. Just dsose Your Motheis forged from a variety of sources, Hartman
imagines that her black identity is similarly forch&kather than focusing on the shared

experience of trauma, Hartman decides to construatial family connected through
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shared experiences of resistance.

Fugitive History

All three texts examined here serve as examplégtwid forms of scholarship.
As | have discussed in previous chapters, the qirafea racial identity is deeply
embedded in African American literature and hastm#sequently codified by the
canonization process. As such, the literary hiateihere, much like African American
authors since the beginning of the tradition, hereated alternative narrative forms in
hopes of articulating the particularities of theénderstanding of the racial family. Thus,
Gates uses “genetic genealogy” to supplement théyfdistories of nineteen African
Americans. Peterson adapts a scrapbook formatpganekour understanding of
nineteenth century black life, and Hartman embedsieal research, family history, and
self-reflection in a travel narrative. Each authogsents a “fugitive form” of historical
writing. Gates, one of the original editors of therton Anthology of African American
Literature (1997), produces scholarship that confirms tradél understandings of
African American history. Peterson’s and Hartmarésratives, on the other hand,
depart from typical understandings of African Angan history. Thus, Hartman and
Peterson play fugitive to Gates’ renewed hegempaosition. They rely on fugitive forms

to tease out the complexity of the racial familyhe twenty-first century.
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