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Abstract

The American South has long been a region assdomte myth and fantasy; in popular
culture especially, the region is consistently tedkewed notions of the antebellum South that
include images of large plantation homes, womdmiop skirts, and magnolia trees that
manifest in television and film representationshsasGone With the Win{L939). Juxtaposed
with these idealized, mythic images is the hiliptllope, reinforced by radio shows such.am
and Abneyand films such aScatterbrain(1940). Out of this idea comes the southern ibitgr
stereotype, which suggests that southerners dextieély unconcerned with education and the
pursuit of knowledge. In an effort to examine tidisa in the context of literature, this thesis
addresses the historical research done in this tinelt argues southerners were reading and
writing. Further, this thesis analyzes three sautm@vels in which the protagonists use their
literacy skills to manage issues in their lives.yl@&ngelou’sl Know Why the Caged Bird Sings
(1969) presents the author’s narrative of usiregdity as an outlet for the trauma she
experiences in her life, including racism and séabase. Erna Brodber's 1994 nol@uisiana
provides an interesting look at a young woman’'smafits to enter unfamiliar multicultural
southern communities. In the process, she must leaw literacies as she works to complete the
oral history project she is assigned and embraz€tribbean and southern cultures she
encounters. FinallyBitter in the Mouth(2010) by Monique Truong features a young Vietnsane
woman coping with synesthesia and racial differandgorth Carolina. These differences cause
her to rely heavily on the written word, primarigtters, a form that is revealed to be incredibly
significant to managing her entire life. Overdtlie tquestion that must be asked about the South

is not “Were they literate?” but “How did they ugeracy?” For the southerners discussed,



literacy is a skill, a social practice, and a tthalt helps overcome trauma, navigate culture, and

communicate more effectively.
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Introduction: Creating and Undermining the Southern llliteracy Stereotype



The South has long been a region associated with and fantasy; in popular culture
especially, its constructions have relied heavilyskewed notions of the antebellum South.
Images of large plantation homes, women in hoogpisskand magnolia trees are common in
television and film representations suclGase With the Win@lL939). Coupled with this
idealized, mythic notion is the stereotype of seuthlliteracy, which suggests that southerners
are collectively unconcerned with education andpitvesuit of knowledge. The study of literacy
in the South in the 19and 28 centuries is one in which extensive research islatively early
stages, and historians such as Beth Barton Schiy€bestopher Hager and Elizabeth
McHenry, have only recently begun to publish prodifly on the topic. According to Schweiger,
the reason behind the lack of research and knowledthis area is not because people in the
South were not reading: “by 1850, the region bahstee of the highest rates of literacy in the
world” (331). Southerners produced all sorts otdencluding “diaries, letters, half-finished
novels, bad poetry, receipts, recipes, lecturemafgeeches, love letters, commonplace books,
and essays,” and they wrote them in droves (331).

As Schweiger argues, the image of an “illiteradbeit8” was reinforced by a lack of
widespread, free public schooling, “the growth d¢fighly capitalized publishing industry in
northeastern cities” that seemed to be “little @ned with the South, suggesting to many that
the South was little concerned with reading,” akelged literacy statistics pushed by
abolitionists eager to prove that slavery was deintal to the region’s education (339).
Elizabeth McHenry and Shirley Brice Heath agree tha facts are often misrepresented by a
number of factors, writing that “since the 196@4as been more fashionable to valorize
poverty,” especially among African Americans, tharmliscuss the historical contributions that

middle and upper classes with better access taatidnanade to the South and, subsequently,



the nation (261). The statistics that support arcatkd South have been largely overlooked or
construed in ways that do not accurately reflegtféct that 80 percent of white southerners
possessed the ability to read and write, an ovdmihg majority (Schweiger 331). Schweiger
argues that this is because “an ‘illiterate Sosthnds at the heart of how we understand the
history of the early United States” (335), and motthe writing and popular culture set in the
South has done little to change this.

Though it originated in the 1800s, the stereotyljp@nagnorant, culturally devoid South
persisted into the ﬁbcentury. In “The Sahara of the Bozart,” H.L. Meankargued in 1917 that
the South was “almost as sterile, artisticallyeileictually, culturally, as the Sahara Desert”
(157-58). Mencken laments the absence of goodadidrges, orchestras, and theatres as well as a
lack of poets, artists, and musicians. The ladkes$e is bad enough, he argues, but what makes
the situation worse is that the South seems, to tmmtent without these markers of high culture,
which Mencken cannot respect.

Popular culture in the 30century reinforced Mencken’s arguments about &ward,
uncultured South. The trope of the uneducated southillbilly emerged in various media in the
1930s, characterized as “poor, working-class, syattbarefoot, and ignorant” (Cox 73).
Though the concept could apply to those outsideStingh, Karen Cox argues that the enduring
image was tied to the region as “a separate ‘raicpeople” that represented whites existing
outside the planter class who typified the moorleyhd magnolias myth (73). Hillbilly music,
radio shows such ds1m and Abnerand films, such aScatterbrain(1940) andloan of Ozark
(1942), provided entertainment nationwide and pged southern whites as caricatures that
were “at best primitive and exotic and at worstkyeerrd and dimwitted” (74). These popular

images also served to distract from the fact thetmajority of southern whites were literate and



educational attainment continued to increase througthe 28 century as “increasing numbers
of people attended and completed high school” (Kaes al. 283) and functional illiteracy was
“virtually eliminated among the younger generatioationwide (93).

Doubts about southern literacy and education alormed from the region’s support of
working-class culture, or “lowdown culture” as P8&@niel refers to it (91). In the post-World
War Il South, lowdown culture embraced ideals afihaork, which usually equated to physical
labor, rather than education and success as ddiyndte upper class. Rather than traditional
academic subjects, the culture valued knowledgeaud, guns, machinery, and alcohol,
characterizing its members as “untamed” with “neideto acquit themselves in a way that
made respectable people comfortable” (93). Lowdoulture represented the extreme in a
perspective shared by most of the region whictstegithe shift “from an education system
based on church and family efforts to a universablically funded system” (Powell 10); formal
education seemed to threaten or diminish the toawit, functional knowledge shared and taught
among families and communities. In Daniel’'s boo#st Revolutions: The South in the 1950s
southerner Rick Bragg reports, “It was common, ptadge not to be able to read, but a man who
wouldn’t fight, couldn’t fight was a pathetic thih@3). Physical ability and functional skills in
both labor and social ventures were privileged @ogventional public education for those
participating in lowdown culture. While this is gniepresentative of a portion of the citizens of
the region, it contributes to the overall imageaaégion detached from traditional academics.

Additionally, as Tara Powell points out, the Soististereotyped as a place not only
unconcerned with thinkers, but “notably, even fadyc ‘anti-intellectual’” (1). As she argues,
this stems partly from southern literature itseffpecially that written before 1954, which often

portrays “the exiled intellectual” due to “a lackintellectual freedom” and closed-mindedness



aimed at maintaining the status quo (9). Literatlse depicts intellectuals as ineffectual or
objects of satire (14). Flannery O’Connor’s famshert story, “Good Country People,”
published in 1955, displays the message that soutblks are easily duped. Hulga, though
possessing a PhD in philosophy, does little withlifie due to health problems, which include a
wooden leg. When a Bible salesman named Manleyté&tdures her to the loft in her family’s
barn, Hulga accompanies him while she fantasizestadrlucating and seducing Manley. Once
in the barn, Hulga finds that the suitcase containiskey and condoms rather than sacred
books. The young man steals Hulga’s leg, leavingtranded in the loft. Despite her significant
education, Hulga is deceived by charm and whataggde be an honest, hardworking young
man, traits traditionally valued by southerners.tiAsugh thought and logic are powerless in the
wake of southern values, Hulga is rendered defeasddefore Manley. Robert Penn Warren’s
All the King’'s Men(1946) features another failed academic in Jacki®urwho neglects to
complete his dissertation and “denies his complicitthe events of his own life and the lives of
those around him” (Powell 16). John McCormick sigggé¢hat the preference to satirize rather
than analyze intellectuals in literature might esgant “self-hatred” of the writers, “striking out a
themselves” as thinkers (242). Powell identifiegthern writers as “professional intellectuals
who are considered at best unintellectual by thaiton because of their region’s past, their
region because of their self-image, their colleaduscause of their definition of what constitutes
academic work, and often themselves for a comlanaif all three reasons” (212). Instead of
simplifying the authors’ intents in portraying ilteetuals in a negative light, however, Powell
instead imagines such characters as the prodtatrahge of agendas” (17) that include making
sense of displacement and exploring the complexdientellectual labor (18) in a region where

living “the life of the mind” continues to be conted (212). Rather than shunning



intellectuals, therefore, such literature proves$louth as a place that is constantly considering
them and negotiating their position within the cegi

While hillbilly portrayals, lowdown culture, and sthern literature complicate ideas
about the South’s collective opinion of educatiod academics, statistical data reaching back to
the antebellum period prove that illiteracy was ramhpant and southerners were indeed doing
intellectual work. Comparatively, the South dideed have fewer readers than the North, but
they were far from illiterate. By 1850, “81 percertiree people in the slave states . . . reported
they could read and write” (Schweiger 333), givihg region “one of the highest rates of
literacy in the world” (331). Post offices prolitged around the country, with Alabama alone
gaining 716 “in the thirty-four years after 182336). This reflected an increasing need to
exchange written communication, which included peas letters, periodicals, books, and
magazines (336). As educational opportunities imgdo nationwide data shows that individuals
were obtaining more years of schooling throughbatad' century. The rate jumped especially
in the 1940s and 1950s when “the median educatatteahment of 25- to 29-year olds rose to
12.3 years” compared to eight years at the begynoirthe century (Snyder 7). In addition to
reading and writing skills, southerners were aladipipating in the technological innovation of
agriculture, the dominant industry in the South1@®2, the General Education Board (GEB),
supported by the Rockefeller family, gave milliarfsdollars to public education and public
health campaigns for farm families intended to éwvalty increase productivity and income at
southern farms (Jones 17). Women in particulastesin pioneering farming techniques that
“helped build the foundation for the agribusinesslfry industry that emerged after World War
II,” taking advantage of increased demand for na@at eggs (82). Southerners’ influence was

far-reaching as they also changed the dairy mankakjng its commercialization possible



through innovative methods that improved productionsiderably (82). Literature was also
flourishing in the South; the 1930s ushered inSbathern Renaissance, in which writers such as
William Faulkner, Tennessee Williams, Robert Peraridh, and Zora Neale Hurston produced
iconic writing that is still widely read and taugbtday and inspired legions of subsequent
writers. Just as historical data shows most sondiswere literate, examining the range of
intellectual activities that southerners particgohin reflects a region not devoid of culture and
education, but thriving in them.

While it is fairly easy to undermine the southbiteracy stereotype for white readers, the
case for non-white readers is far more complicatedarily by political factors. For this group,
learning to read and write posed a struggle, nghitvely, but legally. Only 10 percent of
slaves were estimated to be literate in 1850 (Sdex@&31). More broadly, in the 1880
nationwide census, 70 percent of non-whites reddhemselves to be illiterate, versus only 9.4
percent of whites (Kaestle et al. 125). Various-htgracy laws made it unlawful to teach slaves
to read and for slaves to engage in the act ohiegditeracy: “Anti-literacy laws in half of the
slave states ensured that nine-tenths of all shawetd remain illiterate; local ordinances,
custom, or the lash sufficed to discourage slaeealcy in the others” (Schweiger 333). In
addition, “free blacks were repeatedly barred fiamnducting and attending schools” (333).
According to Heather Williams, the timing of antefacy laws often coincided with fears of
rebellion, revealing “the close association in whitinds between black literacy and black
resistance” (13). Hints of insubordination or taflabolition often resulted in heightened
plantation surveillance and threats of severe punent. Historical documents do show,
however, that some slaves and many free blacksgedrta learn how to read. According to

Schweiger’s research, a planter in northern Miggssold Frederick Law Olmstead that “all of



his slaves could read,” better than he himselfa¢¢886). He reported that a fellow slave taught
them, and they bought religious books and novetls thieir own money (336). “From the 1830s
forward,” write Elizabeth McHenry and Shirley Briegath, “African Americans formed

literary societies that encouraged reading andngriby their members, and developed a literary
community with authors, editors, and publisherstighout the nation who shared an interest in
literature” (262). Harriet Beecher StowéJsicle Tom’s Cabirf1852) provides an early example
of a literate slave; Tom reads his Bible fervendlyen when it means he will receive punishment
for doing so. The autobiographies of African Anoaris such as Frederick Douglass and Harriet
Jacobs reflect that slaves did learn how to write ased these skills to produce personal
narratives that would eventually find wide audiend@ouglassNarrative of the Life of

Frederick Douglas$1845)sold about thirty thousand copies in America anitaBr during its

first fifteen years in print (Matlack 15). Douglasst only published his autobiography but also
went on to produce other abolitionist writings, s@apers, and books about his life. As Robert
B. Stepto writes, the voices in slave narrativessaiiking because “the slave’s acquisition of
that voice is quite possibly his only permanente@atment once he escapes and casts himself
upon a new and larger landscape” (3). Being lieegatve slaves and later, free blacks, agency in
the ability to exert control over the retellingtbeir own narratives. However, emancipation also
led southern blacks to consider the future of lbate relations and their place in a changing
nation, leading to the realization that “white stgidid much of its business in writing, and
securing a place in the postwar United States wmgddire navigating a world replete with

texts” (Hager 9-10). Literate black men became adtes of their race, citing literacy as an
“urgent priority” for freed slaves emerging intdit@rate society (Williams 1). Literacy was an

important tool for empowerment but also essentigurvival.



While thousands of slaves learned to read an@woitly 272 left documentation of their
literacy experiences (Cornelius 315). Sometimesers/educated their slaves for religious
reasons, what historians refer to as “Bible litgfg815). This usually included reading
instruction but not writing. As such, slaves corddd the Bible and other texts but were
prevented from writing their own thoughts as suliityg might “threaten the social order”

(315). Of the slaves who could read, about onettbirthem could not write (318). Like Tom in
Uncle Tom’s CabinBible literacy allowed for slaves “to assumegmlus leadership within the
slave community, where reading and preaching wesely associated” (315). On a more
personal level, the often-secretive nature of legrto read and write also “subverted the
master-slave relationship and provided a privégeféir those who were owned by others” and
the potential to upset the hierarchy of power englantation (Williams 7).

It is difficult to know exactly how many slaves taad to read or how they achieved it
since these activities were unsafe for anyone wigaged with them, whether a black learner,
black teacher, or white teacher. White owners velugit their slaves were ostracized and
sometimes targeted with violence from their comrtiesi According to Janet Cornelius, slaves
who learned to read and write were commonly whippeldad fingers amputated (317).
Williams references a man named Gordon Buford vélwonded that “he and fellow slaves never
learned to read and write because their masteatdmmed to ‘skin them alive’ if they tried” (18).
Such tactics were used to ensure that the desreatbwould not grow in other slaves, but often
this only resulted in more secretive operationdMississippi, underground “pit schools” were
dug by slaves and hidden using vines and leavelidivs 20). Some hid books under their hats
or resorted to natural materials like bark to seseasily concealed slates for writing (20).

Despite the many deterrents, as documented in Qushstudy, “203 whites taught or
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helped teach the 272 ex-slaves” who documentedeéhlperiences, and “three-fourths of these
whites were slave owners, their children, or teexkigey hired” (319). In general, literate slaves
were found most often in urban areas and workeddamaster’s house (317). Of slaves that
could read, 75 percent identified themselves asedtimhelp (318). Reasons for teaching varied.
Some white children taught their slave playmatag#al or even write as they learned the skills
at school. As portrayed ldncle Tom’s Cabinwhile at the St. Clare plantation, Tom struggtes
write a letter to his wife and children. Tom leatrtew to read from his previous owner, but
writing causes him “anxious thought” (Stowe 233hé&M young Eva sees this, she laments that
she has forgotten her letters. Despite this, ‘thee¢dommenced a grave and anxious discussion,
each one equally earnest, and about equally asagtiq233). Though Stowe’s novel has been
criticized for being unrealistic, according to Celins’ research, such a scene could have easily
taken place between white and black children egfigcAs for other motivations, some slave
owners simply believed in education, while othensght for practical reasons, to have a slave
available to take messages in the house or kelgpréieords (Cornelius 321). Williams identifies
Henry Juett Gray, a blind slave owner who commissibthe Virginia state legislature to pass a
special law in 1842 allowing his slave, Randolghleiarn how to read (19). Gray was blind and
required the services of someone who could readraitel, so the exception was allowed,
though the Gray family was to be held responsibieahy “‘possible injury which might be
apprehended from the misconduct of said slave”}.(lBCornelius’ work, however, religion

was the most common answer given to the questitimeateacher’'s motivation (315). Though
the religious aims were most likely provided asaywf instilling Christian morals and values in
slaves, it also gave them the liberating opporjutatread the entire Bible and other works rather

than the select passages chosen by owners tha¢de¢emalidate slavery. As Cornelius writes,
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“Slaves who learned to read and write were excaptipeople who used their skills in literacy in
exceptional ways” (325). Some used their skillsetich other slaves: at least five in Cornelius’
study used writing to escape, and many used titetiaty after slavery to secure leadership
positions in their communities, like Frederick Déags who worked for abolition through both
speaking and writing (325). Slaves recognized itipgoirtance of education to their potential for
mobility, success, and personal worth.

The post-Civil War era brought far more educatiagortunities to African Americans
and literacy rates reflected this: nationwide ddtaws that illiteracy among blacks decreased by
36 percent from 1870 to 1900, a rate which continwedrop until becoming equal to white
illiteracy in 1979 (Snyder 9). Still, in the lat&™ century, the higher overall rates of illiteracy
made African Americans a target of literacy testseal at disenfranchising “forty-nine out of
every fifty colored men,” according to a promin&l& senator (Klarman 33). Court cases like
Plessy v. Fergusof1896) “declared separate but equal constitutioftddile 163), legalizing and
reinforcing segregation efforts nationwide, inchglin schools. The “separate but equal”
doctrine was not reversed uritown v. Board of Educatiofl954), but this decision “had little
effect upon the South until Congress in 1964 augkdrthe withholding of federal education
funds from districts that continued to segregagesithools” (Klarman 95-6). Educational access
remained a battle for African Americans through maotthe 28 century, making their progress
toward mass literacy slower.

Like African Americans, Asian Americans struggledihantellectual stereotypes and
access to education in the South. Arriving in seutlstates such as Arkansas and Mississippi in
1870, Asian Americans initially held an uncertalage in race relations because of the strong

white and black binary that was already establisbedating societal rules for whites and blacks



12

only (Bow 6). This did not mean that races thdtdatside this binary were treated as equals,
however:
Whether characterized as sojourner, foreignergatural isolate,” those who
could not be placed as either white or black weteemempt from the complex
social formations of the American South. Nor wéreytnecessarily central to it.
Jim Crow culture’s treatment of Asians, Americadiéms, or mestizos does not
fundamentally alter our historical understanding@gregation; they may simply
be positioned as anomalies to the overall funatigrf white supremacy in the
South. (3-4)
Asian Americans could not be classified as whité aere therefore seen as a part of the other in
society. In 1927, the status of the Chinese a®fedl’ was legally established by the Supreme
Court cas&song Lum v. Ricewhich assigned members of the ‘Mongolian Racettdored’
schools” (Cohen 96). The decision denied Asian Acaes from attending white schools,
relegating them to the “separate but equal” schestiablished primarily for African American
students. The struggle for access not only to aduchut also to citizenship characterized much
of the first half of the 20 century for the Asian race in America.

Functionally, Asian education in America is difficto pinpoint prior to 1950 and even
more difficult to narrow to the South. Much of tiesattributable to American anxieties after the
Pearl Harbor attacks during World War 1l (Pavlerd6d) and a variety of anti-immigration and
naturalization laws. For instance, the ChineseriRéisin Act of 1882 suspended Chinese
immigration for 10 years and did not allow men labg in the US to bring their wives into the
country (Cohen 139-40). The act was further sakdiby the Act to Prohibit the Coming of
Chinese Persons into the United States, commordwhras the Geary Act, which was passed in
1892 and “continued for 10 years all laws in fopeehibiting and regulating the entry of
Chinese persons and persons of Chinese descefl. Q4e in part to the restrictive laws,

Chinese men were valued as cheap labor that caereumbered by growing families (151).

However, the limitations on Chinese immigration ftednen intermarrying with other races, and
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according to Lucy Cohen, provided them “a pathulgiowhich the descendants of the Chinese
merged with existing groups in society” (166). Diéspheir integration into American culture,
Asians were not allowed to become citizens un#3L@uan xii). The number of Asian
Americans in the country also continued to chamgédty throughout the century: while 3.7
million Asians or Pacific Islanders were livingtime US in 1980, 7.2 million were reported in
1990 (Kirsch et al. xi).

Studies done on Asians living in the American Sdte shown a dedication to
education and links to high achievement. Rober Setan’s 1982 study of Chinese living in
Mississippi found that all of his subjects coulddeand write Chinese and had learned English as
well. Subjects over 60 years of age, had receioadlythree to five years of grammar school
education” as “[h]igher education was availableydonlthe wealthy” (Quan 12). Of Quan’s
subjects who identified as “businessmen,” all spodé# English and Cantonese, learning both in
formal schools and at home (68). College studdrais@Quan interviewed, from their mid-teens to
mid-twenties, spoke primarily “Delta Southern Esfliand limited Cantonese (115). As a
group, they perceived school as work, not holdotxsjoutside of school, and most studied
“business, engineering, architecture, computemnseiescience, or math” (117). Quan’s study
reflects a growing importance of education to Iggmerations and an increased access to higher
education. Broader studies conducted during tiee2ét century can give some idea of the
group’s literacy as compared with other races. Dataered by the National Center for
Education Statistics in the 1990s does show thalsagrose, document, and quantitative
literacy, the gap between Asian Americans and wh&emaller than that between blacks and
whites (34). Additionally, Asian Americans reporte8 average years of schooling, more than

whites with 12.8 years and blacks with 11.6 yed@8).(By 2000, in the South specifically, 81%
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of Asian Americans over age 25 held a high schgabdha or higher compared with 80% of
whites. In the same year, 47% of Asian Americarey @ge 25 held a bachelor’s degree or
higher, nearly doubling the percentage of whitehwhe same educational attainment at 25%
(United States=ducational Attainmeit Such figures prove that in the South, highercation

is greatly valued by Asian Americans and reinforidesis about increased access toward the turn
of the century.

Considering access to schooling is a significantdr in southern literacy across all
races, as access to public education was not alsaable and has not always been equally
granted to all citizens. Schools were unregulatetistattered around the antebellum South, as
widespread public schools were not established raabnstruction. In North Carolina, for
example, “education was primarily a local entemptisat served to integrate children into webs
of personal relations defined by kinship, churaig eace” (Leloudis 6). Some plantation owners
built schoolhouses or churches in which hired teexbaught lessons. Sundays were especially
used for instruction as Sunday school sometimeslved literacy instruction as well (Cornelius
322). North Carolina established a public schostay in 1839 through an established Literary
Fund that supported 3,488 districts and instruateale than 100,000 children—roughly half the
white school-aged population” (Leloudis 6). The &estruction Constitution of 1868 provided
schooling for African Americans in North Carolina\&ell. However, as would be the case for
years to come, African American schools differedely from those for whites.

Public schools were established throughout thetSduting Reconstruction, though they
were not available in all areas until the mid-19¢@swell 10). Additionally, these public
schools were still legally segregated until 194% emmany remained de facto segregated for years

to come, contributing greatly to the literacy gatveen whites and blacks. Statistically, access
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to education is reflected in nationwide census,dabach reveals that for “those aged twenty-
five to twenty-nine, 12.9 percent of whites in 19#@ fewer than five years of schooling,
compared with 44.6 percent of blacks” (Kaestlel e125). Sixty-five years later, in 1985, those
rates had stabilized with both races reporting onlgercent, due in part to Supreme Court
intervention. It was not until the 1970s, througises such &erna v. Portale§l974),Rios v.
Read(1978), andM.L. King Jr. Elementary v. Ann Arbor School Disti{1979), that schools

were legally bound to accommodate language minohilglren and those speaking African
American English (Wiley 93).au v. Nicholg1974), considered a landmark case, “was filed by
non-English-speaking Chinese students allegingttieafan Francisco school system failed to
adequately provide them with equal educational appdies” (Watson and Skinner 174). The
students involved claimed that all the educationaterials provided to them were in English
without any prior instruction in the language. Same Court Justice William O. Douglas cited
the Civil Rights Act of 1964 in his ruling, statitigat “requiring students to enter the educational
system with needed skills before they can benefinfeducational programs defeats the purpose
of offering public education” (174). The case dat rssue a national mandate but allowed
schools to take care of the issue at the local ve required that students’ language needs be
met, creating English as a second language amybdi programs in public schools.

Though the prevalent southern illiteracy stereotgpe educational shortcomings in the
region can produce doubts about the intellectuakwaappening there, 3century southern
fiction and non-fiction often employs literacy asoal for many characters. These figures, like
the individuals I will discuss, are not only litegaand educated, but they employ their knowledge
and skills to manage a variety of issues in theasl and as a means to gain cultural capital. In

connecting the potential implications of antebelliteracy and schooling to the education of
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future generations of southerners, my researabcissed on minorities in the 2@entury. Two
of my chapters focus on African Americans, a grthgi is very significant to the South and
historically at an educational disadvantage. Mylfichapter focuses on an Asian American
protagonist, of a race that is statistically linkedhigh intellectual achievement but experienced
some of the same struggles as other minoritiesgareng equal treatment and an equal
education in America. In the books | have choseading, writing, and communicating take a
central role as the protagonists use these skilte@s for dealing with a range of issues.

In Maya Angelou’d Know Why the Caged Bird Singsublished in 1969 and focusing
on the 1930s and 40s in Arkansas and Missouri, lggrows up in Stamps, Arkansas with her
grandmother, where she discovers a love of learanhliterature. Her literacy provides an
outlet for the trauma she experiences in herilifeluding racism and sexual abuse. After being
raped by her mother’s boyfriend at the young agegtit, Angelou testifies during the trial,
though the man is released. When he is murdereatlyshéier, Angelou feels that her role in
speaking his name against him lead to his deathshe fears the death of others around her: “If
| talked to anyone else that person might die todhad to stop talking” (87). Angelou nearly
becomes mute, as she fears the outcome of herpeetls and is unable to adequately process
her trauma. She draws away from the world untilithervention of Mrs. Bertha Flowers, who
provides a safe space in which Angelou rediscoversiture, what Shirley Brice Heath would
refer to as a “literacy event” (445). Here, | expl®ertha Flowers’ role as a literacy sponsor and
the reciprocal nature of that relationship. Furtheis C. Moll and Norma Gonzales’s concept of
funds of knowledge is significant in considering tiole Flowers plays in the community. In
further examining the nature of Angelou’s experes)d employ trauma theory, focusing on

Judith Lewis Herman’s workirauma and Recovergathy Caruth’s discussion of trauma and
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narrative, and Audrey Droisen and Emily Driver'search on child sexual abuse. Jenny
Horsman'’s pedagogical work in developing literaggrhing methods for trauma survivors also
assists me in explaining Angelou’s use of literacgvercoming trauma.

Erna Brodber’s 1995 novdlpuisiang follows protagonist Ella Thompson, a native of
the Caribbean, as she does anthropological wotkuisiana folklore, including voodoo and the
supernatural. In her research Ella employs mulipbelalities, including speech, writing, tape
recordings, and eventually mystic communicatiorhvlite dead. As she travels from a university
atmosphere in New York City to communities in s@uthLouisiana, Ella must acquire a new
Discourse (Gee 526) in order to adapt to the ndtur@y find acceptance within the community,
and complete the oral history project she is comimged to do. In this chapter, | examine the
idea of Discourse as defined by James Paul Gestahan to Ella’s journey to become culturally
and spiritually literate in a community that valissrytelling and supernatural communication. |
also consider the multiple modalities Ella emplagsig Carey Jewett and Gunther R. Kress’
work in multimodal literacy, and consider the raasbehind these choices. Additionally, |
consider Brodber’'s message that any one modaligyenre is deficient in revealing the
intricacies of culture and personal histories.

Finally, South Carolina in the 1970s and 80s seageathe setting for Monique Truong’s
2010 novelBitter in the Mouthin which the protagonist, Linda, has synesthédMany of the
words that | heard or had to say aloud brought thi#m a taste,” Linda explains, “unique,
consistent, and most often unrelated to the meaofitige word that had sent the taste rolling
into my mouth” (Truong 21). This colors every irgetion that Linda has with others, and leads
her to use reading and writing as an outlet thahencumbered by additional sensory details.

She constantly thinks about words, their connotatiand often craves them for both their
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meanings and their tastes. In addition to her shess, Linda copes with being Asian American
in a predominantly white southern community. In aging her inner and outer differences,
Linda often resorts to written language. She comoates with her best friend from an early age
through letters, a tradition the two carry on iottlege, and later finds that her biological mother
and adoptive father exchanged letters before hgotamh. In this chapter, | explore synesthesia,
relying on Patricia Lynne Duffy’s examination ofr@sthesia in literature, connecting it to
Linda’s Viethamese heritage through Maureen Ry#g Lowe, and Nahem Yousef's works on
Asian American immigrants in the South. Finalljp¢us on the significance of letters with

David Barton and Nigel Hall's ideas about letteitiwg as a social practice and Truong’s 1991
short story, “Kelly.”

As historical context shows, the question we maktabout the South is not “Were they
literate?” but “How did they use literacy?” For tvemen | discuss, literacy is a skill, a social
practice, and a tool that helps overcome traumagage culture, and communicate more
effectively. Literacy events stand out in each noseemplifying the type of intellectual work

southerners have always been participating in, drat has been widely recognized or not.
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Angelou’s| Know Why the Caged Bird Sings
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In Maya Angelou’s 1969 memoirKnow Why the Caged Bird Singshe recalls a one of
the most exciting days of her childhood: graduatrom the eighth grade in 1940. The black
school Angelou attended, the Lafayette County Tmgischool, was distinctive from the white
school not only in its students: unlike the whitb®ol, Angelou’s campus did not have “lawn,
nor hedges, nor tennis court, nor climbing ivy” énere set on a dirt hill” with a field to the left
for baseball, basketball, and other physical amwiCaged Bird170). The speaker at the
ceremony was a white Baptist minister, Mr. Edwaah[@avy, who began his speech by
remarking that he was glad “to see the work gangust as it was in the other schools™ (178).
He spoke at length about the white school’s planmguiovements, distinguished teachers, and
new technology before turning to the accomplishmefhthe black school: their talented
athletes. “The white kids were going to have a ckan become Galileos and Madame Curies
and Edisons and Gauguins, and our boys (the getemit even in on it) would try to be Jesse
Owenses and Joe Louises,” Angelou writes (179). Wheame to recognizing the
accomplishments of the students of the Lafayett@enGoTraining School, academia was not the
focus of Donleavy’s speech. That was reservedi®mthite students elsewhere in the region
with their manicured laws and state of the art nscppes.

The speech bothers Angelou, her fellow studenésfabulty seated among them, and the
parents watching from the audience. The magic afigation, of receiving the diploma, “was
nothing. . . . Donleavy had exposed us. We weresnand farmers, handymen and
washerwomen, and anything higher that we aspiredhtofarcical and presumptuous” (Angelou,
Caged Bird180). The speech reflects a sentiment echoeddghout southern culture since the
antebellum period: that African Americans are mintaferior and are predisposed to physical

activities, a comforting reassurance to slavehsladro told themselves that nature itself had
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determined that the fields were where blacks beddn§uch racism was only intensified by
racial intelligence tests performed by psycholo@iatl Brigham during World War I, published
as the “widely rea&tudy of American Intelligent&lackson 35)Brigham’s findings showed

that “only the Nordic race from northern Europefpaned adequately on intelligence tests”
while “[e]astern and southern Europeans (the Alpiné Mediterranean races) were sub par, and
‘Negroes’ fared even worse” (35). Brigham’s studpported Jim Crow laws and the
disenfranchisement of African Americans, yielding lecommendation “that segregation and
miscegenation statutes be strictly enforced” (8her types of experiments were conducted in
order to determine the physical predispositions Ibkecks had to lower 1Qs. In 1849,
anthropologist Samuel George Morton “filled oved@) skulls with packing material to measure
endocranial volume and found that Blacks averagpedieb cubic inches less cranial capacity
than Whites” (Rushton & Jensen 255). His work wegdicated by other scientists in 1923, 1934,
and 1942, all confirming Morton’s results. Othardies examined external head size
measurements and brain weights across a variegces in an effort to prove that blacks had
smaller brains and were thus less intelligent (354-Though “[m]ost American social scientists
believed that segregation was harmful to the pdypgical development of school children and
that there were no fundamental differences in ligeshice between the races,” the scientists who
stated otherwise gave segregationists a seeminglyrete source that supported their racism
(Jackson 11). Angelou’s story reflects the persisteof this line of thinking in the South, though
it was sometimes hidden under the guise of praisathletic achievement, as Donleavy’s is.
Young Angelou allows herself to give in to Donle@wyrords in the moment, feeling that the

work she had done and the excitement she feetgéoluation is all for naught. However, both
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historical data and personal accounts, such asléumgebook, prove that the sentiments are
false.

History reflects that the belief that African AmEans were not doing intellectual work is
unfounded, as members of the race were formingtitesocieties as early as the beginning of
the nineteenth century. Though they have beenliafgegotten and only recently studied by
scholars like Elizabeth McHenry, free blacks esshield literary societies in the late 1820s and
early 1830s that “became important institution@@y because they encouraged discussion
and created a forum for debate on issues of ran@dlAmerican identity” (23-24). Not only were
the societies used to improve literacy in the blemkmunity by providing and disseminating
texts to members, the groups also stimulated atitiinking and dialogue about the texts
themselves, using literacy skills in a social caht&s McHenry writes, “Contemporary studies
continue to emphasize the deficient functionak#ity skills of segments of the black population
and point to their low test scores as proof of ttaglitional’ weakness of literacy skills in the
black community” (5). Such studies gave segregaisand eugenicists license to ignore the
historical context and discount individual literaggrratives such as Harriet Jacologidents in
the Life of a Slave GirRichard Wright'sBlack Boy James Baldwin’dlotes of a Native Son
and Angelou’s autobiography as uncommon. Whilestbees of these authors are extraordinary
in their details, statistics on American educasbow that the number of educated African
Americans was steadily rising throughout th& 28ntury. The gap between white and black
enrollment in school narrowed from 23 percent i0A 8 7 percent in 1940, virtually
disappearing by the early 1970s and remaininget@yder 6). Educational attainment also
increased for black youth, posting comparable nustzewhite students for number of years of

school completed from the mid-1970s forward (9ctBprogress can be attributed in part to
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integration of schools put in motion Byown v. Board of Educatiof1954) and a decade later
mandated by the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Blackdstats were then given access to a better
guality of education, complete with the same teessH®ooks, and educational technology as
white students. Further, the “views of the segiiegéatt scientists fell into increasing disrepute
after 1964,” helping to discredit ideas about blawntal inferiority (Jackson 179). Angelou
attended school while segregation was still legiatl her personal narrative recounts the
significance of her childhood education from 198®ithe mid-1940s. Her recollections are
threaded with the importance of literacy and leagrio dealing with her traumatic rape at age
eight and her recovery from that abuse. Angeloatsative aligns emotionally with many
scholars who write about the effects of child abbsg her narrative of recovery differs in its
methods, as Angelou did not have access to prescabd monitored treatment. As she responds
to trauma by ceasing to speak, her version of pyeudlizes her love of literature to help her
regain use of and confidence in the power of hesqrel voice.

Angelou grew up in Stamps, Arkansas, where shd likeem the age of three with her
paternal grandmother who ran a general store in.tdere, she gained practical knowledge
that included making change, filling orders, ancaswing dry goods for customers. Angelou’s
formal education at the Lafayette County Trainirmtp&| grew in her a love of literature. She
read “Kipling, Poe, Butler, Thackeray, and Henlayd felt “young and loyal passion for Paul
Lawrence Dunbar, Langston Hughes, James Weldorsdahand W.E.B. Du Bois” (13-14).
Angelou “met and fell in love with Shakespeare,5piée the fact that she knew her grandmother
would disapprove of his whiteness (13). Angelowdsrative is full of literacy events, most
significantly her reading aloud of poems and novath Mrs. Bertha Flowers as part of her

trauma recovery. Shirley Brice Heath defines “at®r events” as “any occasion in which a piece
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of writing is integral to the nature of participaninteractions and their interpretive processes”
(445). Often, reading appears essential to Angslpatrception of the world as she associates
many events with genres, plots, and characters frovels she has read.

It is difficult to deny Angelou’s well-read mind atich a young age despite the fact that
she is recounting events from an adult perspedtiva.1983 interview with Claudia Tate,
Angelou stated thdtknow Why the Caged Bird Singsan autobiography speaking directly to
her personal experiences rather than an autobibgamovel (Tate 153). “I try to tell the truth
and preserve it in all artistic forms,” Angeloud#é158). The accounts of her childhood do not
seem unbelievable, and the autobiography managesgptare the simplicity of a child’s thought
processes while still reflecting her genuine giftess. Her experiences in a larger St. Louis
school serve as a testament to the quality of dtucahe received in Stamps, even if much of
her knowledge came from her own endeavors in rgaai working outside of school. At age
seven, Angelou returns to St. Louis to live brieflgh her mother and enrolls in the Toussaint
L'Ouverture Grammar School. Immediately, Angelowd &er older brother are “struck by the
ignorance of [their] schoolmatesCéged Bird63). Angelou and her brother have advanced math
skills from working in the Store, “and [they] reaell because in Stamps there wasn’t anything
else to do” (13). Angelou does not recall learrangthing new at the school, although she
attended for a year. However, Angelou gets herlfsgary card in St. Louis and spends many
weekends there reading. Books provide an escapetfre unfairness of everyday life that
Angelou experiences as a young black girl in thetlgacultivating an active imagination in her
and a penchant for creating and controlling her owentive narratives.

Angelou’s narrative shows that she was not justireg; her various references to novels

when describing people and places indicates heagament with the classics even as a young
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girl. She compares a woman in her town, Mrs. BeRlloavers, to “women in English novels who
walked the moors (whatever they were),” bringingnind the landscape of Emily Bronte’s
novel, Wuthering Height¢Angelou,Caged Bird95). One of her best friends, Louise, reminds
her of Jane Eyre, the heroine of Charlotte Brome\sel which Angelou mentions reading more
than once over the course of the novel (140). Qitezary influences show Angelou’s desire for
control in her life, which motivates her to emulatale heroes. She wishes to be like the main
characters in Horatio Alger’s rags-to-riches strigho “were always good, always won, and
were always boys” (75). The comics in the Sundaepavere also influential, as Angelou
“admired the strong heroes who always conqueréderend,” like Tiny Tim (76). Her
veneration for these characters prompts her tomeae about them and reflects a personal need
to feel powerful.

Throughout the autobiography, a recurring thenmfnigelou’s perceived lack of control
over her life. Angelou is keenly aware from an yade of race differences and much of the
discrimination that came along with them, writitil§,growing up is painful for the Southern
Black girl, being aware of her displacement isrili&t on the razor that threatens the throat. It is
an unnecessary insultCaged Bird4). Her everyday struggles are rendered that muarie m
difficult, like when she had a cavity her grandnestbould not manage herself: “It seemed
terribly unfair to have a toothache and a headadigdehave to bear at the same time the heavy
burden of Blackness” (187). In addition to a la¢kontrol due to living in a society in which
racism persisted, Judith Lewis Herman writes thr@uimatic events overwhelm the ordinary
systems of care that give people a sense of cootyrohection and meaning” (33). These
systems of care, including family and communitysanp, can fail to stop ongoing abuse, neglect

to provide adequate assistance to abuse victinisti@asgna, or even serve as sources of abuse
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themselves. Compounded with an already weakenesg sgérpower, Angelou experiences
trauma within the supposedly safe space of her ensthome that further deteriorates her
perception of control. One of the most significpassages in Angelou’s book is her narrative of
sexual abuse from her mother’s boyfriend, Mr. FraenThe abuse takes place over several
weeks, involving multiple incidents and culminatinga rape that puts Mr. Freeman on trial. In
her trauma narrative, literary allusions are rebedo describe the event rather than personal
emotions, indicating Angelou’s psychological disgeation to her abuse.

The first incident occurs when Angelou has speatight in her mother’s bed due to
nightmares, a situation that was not uncommon éor Her mother’s absence in the morning
gave Mr. Freeman the opportunity to take advantdgegelou, who realizes, “I knew, as if |
had always known, it was his ‘thing’ on my legcdged Bird72). The next few moments are full
of childlike observations, considering her vaguewledge of sex and worrying that Mr.
Freeman’s heart would beat so hard that he woadhdire, leaving Angelou possessed by his
ghost. She links the moment with horror storiestsl®read, imagining herself displaced from
the current reality and into a familiar literaryttegg. “Finally he was quiet,” Angelou writes,
“and then came the nice part. He held me so sthfdliyl wished he wouldn’t ever let me go. |
felt at home. From the way he was holding me | khewd never let me go or let anything bad
ever happen to me. This was probably my real faahdrwe had found each other at last” (73).
In the absence of her biological father, Mr. Frerrsarves as a paternal figure to her,
representing trust and the feeling of “home” the associates with him. The juxtaposition of
unwanted physical contact and worry with the feglih safety is confusing for Angelou, who is
unsure why the event happened, what part she playgdr if it is a normal part of the father-

daughter relationship she had previously been enabéxperience. Her confusion is only
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increased when Mr. Freeman accuses her of peethg ined when she knows she did not and
implicates her in the preceding action: “If you etadl anybody what we did, I'll have to kill
Bailey” (74). Angelou questions the entire eveit/Hat had we done? We? | didn’t understand
and | didn't dare ask him. It had something to dthwis holding me” (74). Mr. Freeman’s
threat confirms to Angelou that what happened tswomal, and his threat to her brother
guarantees her secrecy.

According to Emily Driver, confusion is a “constaantd lasting response” to a child who
experiences sexual assault, causing “insecuritg”“ahak[ing] her trust in her own instincts, so
that she becomes a stranger and an outcast tavindoady” (Driver 109). Angelou’s trust of Mr.
Freeman, feeling as though he is a father to Badd her to doubt that he would intentionally do
anything to hurt to her, another standard respohabused children. Mr. Freeman, on the other
hand, exploits a family power imbalance in whichtdélees advantage of his position as the head
of the household, “focus[ing] his domination only jphe child], for he does not have the
capacity to face his adult partner with his computkior emotional needs” (Blume 35). Angelou
is aware that what is happening is wrong, “andtlyettrust and authority with which the rest of
society has invested [the father] tell her thas for him a right” (Driver 109). As a result ofish
confusing position, Angelou reasons that she isgpunished for an unknown transgression and
is thus a bad judge of what is right or wrong. Tikiseinforced by the offender, “who seeks to
transfer all sense of responsibility onto the cml@rder to secure her silence and ensure his
continued exploitation of her confusion” as Mr. &mean did by referring to the act with the
consensual “we” (110). Angelou chalks the strangmeup to “the same old quandary” of the

adult world, “whose motives and movements | justldo’t understand and who made no effort
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to understand mine’'Qaged Bird74). Still, Angelou knows that whatever happenethwMr.
Freeman was strange and must remain secret.

A sexually abused child’s confusion about whatapgening can also lead to the
appearance of consent in children who are unsundhat is happening with an adult they trust.
“The lack of consent stems from the child’s relatignorance of the implications of adult
sexuality and from absence of any real choicerglationship where a child is forced to rely on
adults for her well-being,” writes Driver (4). Tkéuation, by definition, is an unequal power
structure in which Angelou is at the mercy of hextihher and Mr. Freeman in nearly every way,
and “[she] will do whatever [she] perceive[s] toreressary to preserve a relationship with [her]
caretakers” (Herman 27). When the adult in conivisl, Freeman, makes requests of Angelou,
her answer must always be yes. This is evidentrabn®nths later when the rape occurs.
Angelou returns from buying milk at the store wiMn Freeman demands she come to him:
“No, sir, Mr. Freeman.’ | started to back away’dged Bird77). Angelou’s refusal is ignored
as he persuades her, telling her she enjoyedatéerhe confusion returns as she acknowledges
internally that she did like when he held her amgfeeling of safety it brought, though this is
not something she wants to admit to anyone. Hisighl’hold on her is coupled with the fantasy
that she will be saved by “mother or Bailey or Grétornet,” but the rescue never comes (78).
The ability to fantasize allows her to disconneotrf the present moment and project her
experience onto a scenario in which she contr@sdrrative and is saved. It is this imagination
and fantasy, culled from reading many books, thatva Angelou to dissociate.

In her narrative, Angelou removes herself fromdbeial moment of rape, describing
only the pain, “a breaking and entering when ewensenses are torn apart” performed on “an

eight-year-old body,” a nameless “childCg§ged Bird78). Her connection to the event through
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the pronoun “I” occurs in the narrative only befared after the traumatic moment. Janet
Liebman Jacobs refers to this separation of bodynaind during abuse as dissociation, in which
“normal awareness is transformed through an alterat consciousness in which the child
‘leaves her body’ during the act of sexual violehserving as a “complex psychological coping
mechanism that serves to protect the child fromrdrearable reality” (129). This ability to
remove herself from the event initially may be hessaprevious abuse was not directed at
violating Angelou physically. When the rape occutsgelou is able to dissociate her body from
the act mentally, bracing herself until the comprpleasant time afterward that she
remembers from the first violation. Though thetfeacounter was strange, unwanted, and
confusing, the trade off was a few moments of fegtiafe, comforted, and needed. The physical
pain is unexpected for her. In contrast, Mr. Freemaw violates Angelou physically, with
violence that she does not associate with her awdy bintil the abuse is over she is alone.
Herman writes, “At the moment of trauma, the victsmendered helpless by
overwhelming force” (33). Herman'’s wording herenigs mind Angelou’s description of the
rape, which links her experience to biblical téXihe act of rape on an eight-year-old body is a
matter of the needle giving because the camel .céhé child gives, because the body can, and
the mind of the violator cannotCaged Bird78). Overcome by force, the body gives
involuntarily, disconnected from the commands &ftinain. Mary Vermillion connects this
description to its biblical origin describing howdelou “subtly links her rapist with the wealthy
man whom Jesus warned would have had a diffiouk etting into heaven” (66). Vermillion
argues that this not only connects her rape tessbithe impoverished, but also “transforms her
rape into a symbol of the racism and somatophobiaféar of the body, “that afflict Maya and

her race throughout much 6fged Bird (67). In the analogy, minorities, the poor, aage
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victims all stand at a disadvantage, lacking poavet control; those in power then forcibly strip
away any lingering agency. As Angelou presenthdyugh the needle, or victim, has little or
nothing to give, it is forced to submit becausgoés not possess the control or autonomy to act
otherwise; there are no other options. Signifisgithen Angelou dissociates from her personal
feelings, she gives the events a textual basig;nieg to literature in order to communicate the
experience. For Angelou, the rape, simply betwdlea thild” and “the violator,” ends with her
seemingly emerging from a dreamlike state while Meeman bathes her. Angelou’s awareness
of the intensity of her physical wounds does naheantil she is alone, forced outside the house
by Mr. Freeman.

For Angelou, the wound of the rape primarily masiiseand endures as psychological
trauma though she suffers the physical implicatessvell. Trauma, by definition, violates “the
autonomy of the person at the level of basic bodilggrity” (Herman 52-53). As Angelou walks
with difficulty, her narrative turns from a focua the physical act and pain of walking to
thinking and willing herself through each step: té&ftwo blocks, | knew I'd never make it. Not
unless | counted every step and stepped on evack.cr. . Thrum . ..step...thrum. .. step
. STEP ON THE CRACK ... thrum. .. step. | waptthe stairs one at a, one at a, one at a
time” (Caged Bird79). Whereas the rape was an act on the body diected from the mind,
the aftermath becomes a task for the mind to Wwélliody forward. Angelou’s mind begins to
associate her walk home with words rather tharp#ie, turning it into a narrative which she is
determined will end safely, in her own bed. Theufswitches to the function of the mind and
consciousness, which is also fractured from thesabu

Angelou’s state of mind after the rape is what baauoight refer to as a “divided

consciousness . . . wherein the victimized daughternalizes both the identity of the powerful
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father as well as a representation of the selbagepess victim” (121). Jessica Benjamin refers
to this state as a “fraudulent and stolen” identityhich the abused female child wants to be
like the powerful male (111). These identities ‘e evident in fantasies of maleness and the
imitation and modeling of the father” (Jacobs Af)gelou’s idealization of men and maleness is
expressed when discussing Horatio Alger’'s workstshafter recounting the first episode of
abuse: “I read more than ever, and | wished my s@ill had been born a boyC#&ged Bird

75). The desire to become male, related to theriemiOedipal complex, “places the daughter in
a passive relationship to her father” (Driver 9)e daughter’s interest in the father “does not
develop out of an earlier bond with the fathera®taker” (57). In Angelou’s situation, the bond
with father or father figure as caretaker is lirdittue to the lack of his presence. She does not
meet Mr. Freeman until age seven, making her batidlim tenuous and negotiated through
her mother. Herman writes that the female intaretiie male father is rather “a reaction to the
girl's discovery that males are everywhere prefittcefemales” and are in a superior position
for power and control, one of Angelou’s most inedsgsires (Herman 57). Often child victims
like Angelou recreate themselves in the aftermathaoma. Female victims in particular relate
to males because “as a victim, and a female, Ste@ses her vulnerable state with
defenselessness; males, however, are seen asgllyysionger, and not easily targeted for
victimization” (Blume 85). Jacobs reports that ar mterviews with survivors, many “reported a
rich fantasy life through which they escaped thieagrment of abuse and the constraints of the
feminine gender role,” as Angelou did with novei®at heroic males (Jacobs 78). Angelou’s
propensity for fantasy and imagination is quitesty, and she can partially attribute this trait to
her love of books. Through the imagination anddésire to regain power, Angelou is able to

relate with both the male aggressor’s control &edetxperience of her own victimization.
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The dual identification with both the perpetrataddhe victim creates a conflation of
control and helplessness that brings about psygleabcomplications for Angelou who does
not understand her role in the abuse. Angeloujsa®se to her trauma is similar to what Elaine
Scarry relates to the pain of torture: “Torturetsysatically prevents the prisoner from being the
agent of anything and simultaneously pretendshbas the agent of some things. Despite the
fact that in reality he has been deprived of afitoa over, and therefore all responsibility for,
his world, his words, and his body, he is to un@erd his confession as it will be understood by
others, as an act of self-betrayal” (47). Thoughwictim is forced to submit to the will of the
captor and is unable to make her own choices,ateed action is read as a choice from the
outside. Any actions or confessions are out of Amge hands, though she ultimately feels
responsible for whatever acts she commits. Consgl¢he power differential between adults
and child victims especially, Driver writes thahétre is no choice open to the child other than to
say ‘Yes' to the abuse, and yes to staying quietraard (Driver 4). Mr. Freeman implicates
Angelou in the acts through his use of “we,” legvAngelou feeling at least partially
responsible for the abuse, though she is unsuré penbshe played. No matter what role
Angelou assumes for herself, the personal guilaiesithe same.

Angelou’s confession, the vocalization of what hexpgd to her, cannot occur partially
because of fear. She cannot risk Mr. Freeman fatigwhrough on his threat to kill Bailey, the
person she professes to love most in the worlditAaclly, Angelou worries that her family
will reject her for what she sees as her own pgdton in the rape: “Could | tell [Mother] now?
The terrible pain assured me that | couldn’t. Wieatid to me, what | allowed, must have been
very bad if already God let me hurt so mucGaged Bird81). Roger W. Shuy writes that in its

simplest terms, confession involves three stepscéinfess, be forgiven, and avoid punishment”
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(2). Angelou’s position as a victim complicates itiea of confessing, which is usually related to
admittance of guilt in an effort to seek absolutamd avoid reprimand. Though the abuse was
inflicted upon her, Angelou’s confusion about haerin it leads her to think of talking about the
events as a confession of her own action rather @htastimony of another’s transgressions
against her. The act of confessing places the seafen a position of defense in which they
must have “explicit and factual recall” of the et&ersomething that is difficult for Angelou to
determine (Shuy 4). A verbal confession also pléezsn a reduced position of power in which
those that Angelou confesses to have the abilitgaot, ask questions, and turn the confession
into a sort of interrogation. Confession makesttaema story “public [and] potentially
communal,” creating the potential for “psychic tegration” but can also leave the confessor
feeling exposed, ashamed, and threatened (Henkayrila Narrative” 113). Angelou does not
worry about her confession’s consequences to hesesitbbecause the repercussions against
herself are potentially so great; it seems to Aoigeas Scarry writes, an act of self-betrayal. In
Angelou’s mind, the confession seems as much agaenself as it is against Mr. Freeman.
Audrey Droisen writes that many child abuse victlia® not sure if they have any rights,”
making the idea to assert those rights “selfisegegially in light of the potential implications to
family and friends (164-65). In this way, Angelooed not want to bring shame upon her family,
on people she trusts, or on herself. Even aftefession, victims still worry about judgments
against them. When Angelou returns to Stamps, sheénties to worry about actions that will
cause her grandmother to think she is being “wosaigha reminder of her abuse and a
suggestion that she took part in it (Angelou 9'Re Ppotential lack of ability to control her own
narrative without having it usurped or distortedduyside parties causes Angelou to retreat from

any sort of personal communication.



34

Angelou’s inability to control the rape narratitsdlf only serves to intensify the lack of
control she feels as a young black girl in the BoHerman writes that abuse “destroy[s] a
victim’s fundamental assumptions about the saféeth@world, the positive value of the self,
and the meaningful order of creation” (51). CefligiAngelou’s trauma destroys any feelings of
security or trust Angelou might have had within heusehold in St. Louis. This leads to
disconnection not only with family, but in nearlyegy relationship Angelou has with an adult,
thus causing her near-complete lack of communioa&earry writes that pain deprives a victim
of control (4), and the rape intensifies a feelidpelplessness that dominates much of
Angelou’s young existence: “It was awful to be agiteand have no control over my life. It was
brutal to be young and already trained to sit dyietd listen to charges brought against my
color with no chance of defenseCdged Bird180). “Psychological trauma is an affliction oéth
powerless,” and Angelou feels this powerlessnesplgéHerman 33). Her strict southern
upbringing, teaching her to be seen and not heardgs over into the courtroom as Angelou is
compelled to testify against Mr. Freeman.

Post-trauma, victims usually have feelings of shamedoubt, both of which are
reflected in Angelou’s courtroom scene. HermaneggitDoubt reflects the inability to maintain
one’s own separate point of view while remainingamnection with others. In the aftermath of
traumatic events, survivors doubt both others aedselves” (53). Effectively, trauma conflates
Angelou’s perception of her own experience withjtildgments and assumptions of others
around her. This makes it difficult for Angeloudeparate what actually happened with Mr.
Freeman from details that have been projected lmmtonemory, such as the degree of her
involvement or willingness to participate in thauab. As Herman writes, this doubt removes

certainty about the abusive events from the vigimind, as Angelou experiences as she
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considers the perceived judgments of her family@theér spectators in the courtroom. This
leads to her near-complete silence during hembesty for Mr. Freeman'’s trial. For the first
guestion regarding the defendant’s clothes atithe of the incident, Angelou answers, “l don’t
know” and receives snickers from the defense law§absequent questions render her silent as
she considers internally the answers to the questod what role she herself played in the rape,
further complicated by the previous sexual abusk. Freeman has surely done something very
wrong, but | was convinced that | had helped himtddngelou writes (84). Her complicated
reactions of feeling both repulsed and safe dungginteractions with Mr. Freeman lead her to
doubt her instincts about answering the questidfieen asked if the defendant had abused her
previous to the rape, Angelou finally testifiesttha did not, feeling pressured by the many eyes
focused on her. She worries that “all those peoptee court would stone me as they had stoned
the harlot in the Bible,” again linking her expere to text and assuming that her audience is
viewing her as a perpetrator, having already pubhetrial and found her guilty (Angelou 85).
This marks a turning point in which Angelou’s altuss to text are no longer part of her
construction of an imaginative internal narratikattshe controls. Her trauma and inability to
process it have caused her to relinquish that cbbéick to an inescapable reality.

The aftermath of the trial provides another siguaifit source of trauma for Angelou. Mr.
Freeman is charged with one year and one dayldfija but never serves due to his lawyer’s
intervention. The same day of the trial, a policemisits Angelou’s home to tell the family that
Mr. Freeman was “found dead” (Angelou 86). Thisment is incredibly significant,
representing the instant that Angelou decides aseall verbal communication. She links her
lack of speech directly to the death of Mr. Freenibi®e was gone, and a man was dead because

| lied,” she writes (86). Rather than seeing Mediman'’s death as punishment for his actions,
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she believes her speech has lethal power and \mleep it controlled through silence: “I had
sold myself to the Devil and there could be no psecd@he only thing | could do was to stop
talking to people other than Bailey. Instinctivety,somehow, | knew that because | loved him
so much I'd never hurt him, but if | talked to amgoelse that person might die too” (87). The
displacement of blame for Mr. Freeman’s death ffrom onto herself is further evidence of the
disconnect she feels with her sexual abuse. Shenoes to blame herself for both negative
events, identifying with the attackers in power amel pain they inflict more than her own
position as a victim and the pain she is experrenciWhatever pain achieves, it achieves in part
through its unsharability, and it ensures this anahility through its resistance to language,”
writes Scarry (4). Angelou’s attempts to commuragadiin seem to only end in additional
trauma, a cycle she decides to break by remainiiegts

Ironically, though Angelou feels powerless throughmost of her life, she assumes a
position of negative power that she feels littlatcol over. The complicated relationship
between perceived power and a continuation ofladécontrol leads Angelou to shut down in
an effort to minimize the damage to those she lodes family initially treats her silence as
“post-rape, post-hospital affliction,” but when tderctor pronounces her “healed” physically, the
expectations for her normalcy return (87-88). “Wheafused to be the child they knew and
accepted me to be, | was called impudent and mgmegs sullenness,” Angelou writes. “For a
while | was punished for being so uppity that | Wt speak; and then came the thrashings,
given by any relative who felt himself offended’8{8 Cathy Caruth writes that trauma
“simultaneously demands and defies our witness”{Bg details of trauma are often secret, and
victims like Angelou want to be supported and ustierd but lack the psychological ability to

provide others the ability to “witness” what happaned without prior therapy and support. In
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this way, trauma can cause its victim to feel imilglzaught between a lack of understanding
and care and the inability to obtain such supgargelou’s silence prevents others from
understanding her trauma but brings more attentidgrer behavior in its divergence from
normalcy. She silently demands that her family @a@ledge her struggle, but they simply
recognize her behavior as disobedience. In effieist paralyzes any recovery that might be
possible for Angelou for several years.

Not offered any sort of therapy for her continusgghological strain, Angelou is left to
deal with the complicated process of healing aldimés leads to her continued silence until the
intervention of a woman in town. Mrs. Bertha Flose€the aristocrat of Black Stamps,” helps
Angelou cope with the issues that are renderingsithemt Caged Bird93). Importantly,
“Angelou stresses that Flowers magnificently rideth her words and her body,” in contrast
with Angelou’s young self, who feels powerless oveth (Vermillion 68). Her ability to
seemingly transcend the limitations of the Soutlblack women is admirable to Angelou and
represents the type of control she desperatelysatardlaim for herself. Mrs. Flowers does not
teach her to read; Angelou is already a competatar with an impressive backlog of classic
literature. When Mrs. Flowers brings out a bookHer, Angelou recognizes it, stating, “I had
readA Tale of Two Citieand found it up to my standards for a romantic ticM@aged Bird
100). Mrs. Flowers’ influence comes through hetringions of what to do with the literature.
As she instructs Angelou to read aloud, Angeloaliec‘l heard poetry for the first time in my
life” (100). Mrs. Flowers’ methods bring to mindded’s talking cure, “a psycho-analytic
working-through of repressed memories brought ¢ostirface an abreacted through the use of
language and free association” (HenBbattered Subjects). However, Angelou’s refusal to

speak beyond short phrases when directly addresakés the talking cure model not ideal for
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her. Mrs. Flowers, instead of forcing Angelou tealp her own words, offers her literature and
requests that she read it aloud. Differing fromttiking cure, Angelou is not speaking about her
own experiences or even vocalizing her own thoudftis particular avenue for therapy,

whether Mrs. Flowers knew it or not, is blocked.g&tou cannot overcome her trauma and fear
in this way because it is her personal speech wdhethbelieves led to Mr. Freeman’s death, a
fate she fears for other people close to her. Bglirgg novels and poetry aloud, Angelou uses her
voice and is able to recognize the power of thihiwithe safe space of literature that she already
occupies through reading.

Angelou’s meeting with Mrs. Flowers serves as dnth® most impactful literacy events
that she retells in the narrative. Literacy eveémielve the renegotiation of written and spoken
language to cater to the situation at hand, whick. Mlowers assists Angelou in navigating.
These “modes of expression” are used alternateAngelou reestablishes her confidence in her
voice, “supplement[ing] and reinforc[ing] each atirea unique pattern” that is specific to her
needs in recovery (Heath 460). Here, Angelou expdme written to the spoken, simply
changing modes as Mrs. Flowers requested. Thiforegs her love of books while helping her
reestablish her voices as a means of safe comntiamca

For Angelou, Mrs. Flowers serves as what Deboram@rcalls a “literacy sponsor”

(556). Brandt defines literacy sponsors as “anyntgydocal or distant, concrete or abstract, who
enable, support, teach, model, as well as recagtjlate, suppress, or withhold literacy - and
gain advantage by it in some way” (556). Mrs. Flasvéteracy sponsorship is not about
teaching Angelou to read but to employ her literiscgt meaningful way, instructing her in
finding expression in the words she already re@lls.reciprocal nature of Mrs. Flowers’

literacy sponsorship proposes that Mrs. Flowerstmaism something by this as well. Though
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Angelou does not suggest Mrs. Flowers’ motivatiatright, it seems apparent that she had
heard of the young girl's good performance in stliespite her lack of speech and that she
“loved and memorized poetryCpnversationd42). Desiring to see other black women like
herself become intelligent, influential membersotiety, Mrs. Flowers is dispersing what
Norma Gonzales and Luis C. Moll term “funds of kieage” (158). Gonzales and Moll write
that teachers “enable and guide activities thadlirerstudents as thoughtful (and literate)
learners in socially and academically meaningfsks$a with the “strategic use of cultural
resources for learning” (157). Funds of knowledgferrto the fact that students and
communities already possess the resources “thdbcanthe bases for an education that
addresses broader social, academic, and intellastuges than simply learning basic,
rudimentary skills” (158). In this case, literacgijs to accomplish not only intellectual goals,
but personal ones as well. Funds of knowledge géigerome from the literacy sponsor’s
education and employment. As Angelou reveals sirtidy Mrs. Flowers is known as a wealthy,
influential woman in town, it is difficult to knowxactly what her background is. However, it is
clear that she knows communication is necessargifgrsort of social success and to gain
knowledge and mobility beyond one’s immediate comityu As Gonzales and Moll write
regarding teachers’ goals, Mrs. Flowers ultimateints to teach Angelou “how to exploit these
resources in [her] environment, how to become,utjinditeracy, [a] conscious user of the funds
of knowledge available for [her] thinking and dey@hent” (171). Doing so gives Angelou an
advantage socially and, in the future, professigrthle to rising literacy standards in thé"20
century, especially since World War Il (Brandt 562)izette Henke further argues that “her filial

relationship with Bertha Flowers opens doors anddsdhat stretch far beyond the limits of a
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small southern town in rural Arkansas,” giving Alaeaccess to history and the discovery of
her personal heritage (“Trauma Narrative” 113-14).

Reflective of Mrs. Flower’s intentions to make Atfmea better student and citizen,
Angelou refers to her education at the woman’s &@ssher “lessons in living”Gaged Bird
99). Mrs. Flowers is one of the most respected woméown, and she supports and bolsters
Angelou’s existing knowledge by adding to her régee of skills. Importantly, Mrs. Flowers
shows Angelou respect, “not as Mrs. Henderson’sdyiaild or Bailey’s sister but just for being
Marguerite Johnson” (101). The feeling of mutualpect brings Angelou a greater reverence for
Mrs. Flowers’ lesson, in which she finds that woads powerful and can carry many meanings
and inflections. Angelou must read the words alasihg the voice she has avoided engaging
since Mr. Freeman'’s death, when she vowed to maiatgperfect personal silence” that could
hurt no one (87). However, since these words ar&@&oown, she is able to speak them without
fear. The responsibility for the words is not hemndout belongs to the author. The interpretation,
however, belongs to Angelou. She is simply prowgdanvoice to the words, allowing her to
regain her own voice and ownership of words in mtim@atening manner and, importantly, an
environment of control.

Jenny Horsman suggests that one of the most difaceas to navigate with trauma
victims is that of control, since “trauma entaitsny controlled by others and being out of your
own control” (9). Additionally, Herman writes thiais this loss of control that must be restored
as part of the recovery process. Angelou ultimatelyst be the author and arbiter or her own
recovery. Others may offer advice, support, agsigtaaffection, and care, but not cure”
(Herman 133). Further, “asking learners to ‘taketoa,” while failing to help them to explore

safely what that means or support them in learalmgut control, sets learners up for failure,”
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though it may be unclear what “adequate suppodksdike (Horsman 9). For Angelou, the
support system Mrs. Flowers provides lies in theksashe has already been reading. This
provides her with a self-sustaining source of supgeen after she leaves Stamps. Upon her
return trip to California to again live with her ther, Angelou laments missing her family in
Stamps, but writes, “I wouldn’t miss Mrs. Floweis;, she had given me her secret word which
called forth a djinn who was to serve me all mg:libooks” Caged Bird200). Additionally,
Mrs. Flowers’ specific interest in Angelou raises perception of her own personal worth and
provides her with a role model who carries heragth confidence and commands respect.
Angelou’s story of recovery deviates from the staddharrative of recovery defined by
research on child abuse victims. According to Herntigeuma recovery includes “establishing
safety, reconstructing the trauma story, and ragjdhe connection between survivors and their
community” (3). Angelou never has the opportunatyonfront her attacker later in life, and she
does not have access to a professional therapistalSo does not discuss having flashbacks
about her abuse in the novel or feeling overly s@¢o sex into her teenage years, though she
has said in interviews that “there has not beeayasthce the rape 50 years ago during which
[she has] not thought of itQonversationd 75). While Herman, Gilmore, and other trauma
scholars espouse the value of “reconstructingrtheria story,” Angelou does not reveal this as
an aspect of her childhood recovery. However, theshitself provides this reconstruction as
Angelou recalls her life as an adult. Leigh Gilmenétes that “[s]urvivors of trauma are urged
to testify repeatedly to their trauma in an eftortreate the language that will manifest and
contain trauma,” defining and structuring the stimrgliminate traumatic doubt for both the

victim and the listener (7). ThougliKnow Why the Caged Bird Singsthe only public retelling
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of Angelou’s rape, the text is undoubtedly one ahmrepeated reconstructions that Angelou
personally undertook over the thirty years thaspds

The novel, published when Angelou was 41 yearssaddies as an extension of the
literacy lessons she learned as part of her regaat stands as a linguistic reconstruction of her
trauma story in a traditional autobiographical foimore explains that this autobiographical
form can place the trauma narrative back into aespé public scrutiny in which the boundaries
between reality and fiction can be questioned (Mjesponse to these limiting factors of
autobiography, Gilmore points out that authors fivad/s of challenging and circumventing these
limits on self-representation. For Angelou, thisamieserializing her autobiography,
“prolong[ing] what was once considered a one-timgr@erformance” (20) and “challeng[ing]
the limits of the genre by raising the specterrafless autobiography” (96). Having published
seven books in her series as of 2013, Angelou'sngris evidence of “the elasticity of
autobiography as a form stretching from novel sidriography,” intertwining life and history;
Maria Lauret suggests that this close relationbleigveen types of writing lends the narrative
“credibility” in defense of those who consider Ahg@s writing as autobiographical fiction for
her use of techniques commonly reserved for fictioiting (119). Mary Jane Lupton explains in
a discussion of Angelou’s autobiography that “[viJfraquently goes unsaid in when discussing
the history of African American autobiography iatln many instances the truth has been
censored or hidden out of the need for self-praiati35). Writers of slave narratives
necessarily withheld details that might put therdamger, such as the desire for rebellion and
rape committed by white men. More contemporaryessitvithhold details that might reflect
poorly on their communities. In contrast, Angelaes not shy away from providing the details

of her rape in the novel. In an interview with Atm@e she said, “A number of people have asked
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me why | wrote about the rapelilknow Why the Caged Bird Singehey wanted to know why |
had to tell that rape happens in the black commiuhiwanted people to see that the man was not
totally an ogre” (Tate 158). In this way, Angelaews her writing as not only self-
representative, but also necessary to consolidaselbr competing histories surrounding her life
and present a narrative that is unflinchingly gieohin reality.

Both Angelou’s trauma and recovery narratives agndtive in their reliance on literacy
as both a coping mechanism and form of therapyimdagination, developed through escaping
reality in literature, both allows her to disassteifrom her abuse as it happens and serves as a
tool for recovery, helping to reestablish her sesfsgelf. Her search for control and power leads
her back to the literature she had read for yeadglae imaginative narratives she creates for
herself, longing to be like the male heroes hemgimation painted clearly. She only needed to
realize that she already possessed these quatiiasycter traits that would lead her to become a
civil rights activist, speaking not only for her nwights but for her entire race.

At the end of Angelou’s eighth grade graduatiomh@sclassmate sings “Lift Ev'ry
Voice and Sing” by James Weldon Johnson, Angelels feedeemed. After Mr. Edward
Donleavy had essentially discounted the academi& done at the Lafayette County Training
School and made the entire audience feel downtrgde poem, adapted into song, helped
them feel connected and hopeful again: “We wereopragain. As always, again. We survived.
The depths and been icy and dark, but now a bsigihtspoke to our souls. | was no longer
simply a member of the proud graduating class dD19was a proud member of the wonderful,
beautiful Negro race” (Angelo@aged Birdl84). The story nearly serves as an allegory for
Angelou’s traumatic experiences. Told endlessly sha will never have full control of her life

in a racist world and shown physically that hertoaover her own body is limited, Angelou
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finds redemptive power in words, more specificallyiterature. Words become her lifeblood,
her way of wrangling experience and putting itteyplace; words become her way of controlling

what seemingly cannot be controlled.
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Chapter 2: Navigating Culture: Multimodal Literacy and Discourse Communities in Erna

Brodber’'s Louisiana
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Erna Brodber’s anthropologist character Ella Townasgescribes knowledge as “a silver
spear that goes slowly from one side of the heddlaough to the other, leaving silver dust in
its path” (106). The dust left behind is “absorletd the brain and your whole mind becomes
suffused with understanding. Slowly and silentliglla’s idea that knowledge and understanding
is something that happens to the body is a magméthroughoutouisiang Brodber’'s 1994
novel. Understanding comes at a leisurely pacepieutes the brain, altering it forever. The
silver spear and the dust it leaves behind, reptegeknowledge, can never be eradicated
completely and the physical changes left behingareanent. Ella’s analogy suggests that this
knowledge, good or bad, changes a person both Hyeata physically. Her experiences in
Louisiana communities do just that for her, causiagto become a part of the culture herself
and assuming the name Louisiana as she becomebd tastory and communication with the
dead. As such, her journey is literacy intensiviel she must learn and master new ways of
thinking, writing, and speaking to fit into the newlture and serve as a vessel for others. Ella’s
experiences can be paralleled with James Paul &8sy of Discourseacquisition from the
introduction of the “Literacy, Discourse, and Lingfics” issue of thdournal of EducationGee
states that this process requires individuals &path established norms and values in
communities they wish to enter (526). Ella’s praceEbecoming a member of the multicultural
community she enters is much more complicated siraply mimicking speech patterns or ways
of dress and, as Gee suggests, relies on persqraience as the primary form of instruction.
As Ella becomes a part of Louisiana, she must aeaquaw Discourses and master multiple

genres including that of communicating with theal€Ehis process of learning and becoming a

1 Gee establishes a difference between “discoursg™Riscourse” in his text (526). He states
that “Discourses” are “ways of being in the worlghile “discourse” “means connected
stretches of language that make sense.” As sudiscturse’ is a part of ‘Discourse.”
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tool of communication takes place over the coufgb@novel, transforming Ella mentally and
physically.

Ella is a graduate student at Columbia Universitiew York City in the 1930s.
Assigned to “retrieve the history of the BlacksSaiuth West Louisiana using oral sources,” Ella
leaves her teaching assistantship at Columbiaderdo participate in a nationwide oral history
project (Brodber 3). The school provides Ella vattape recorder, a new and expensive aid that
few were privileged to work with at the time. Hstory is told through transcripts of the tapes
she records that include her observations and parstruggles throughout the project and
beyond, when Ella’s assignment begins to deviate fihe university’s intentions for her. June
E. Roberts points out the similarities between,Hlara Neale Hurston, and Brodber herself,
arguing that Ella is the “combined prototype of¢Bber’s] life and Hurston’s” through her role
as “a WPA anthropologist, freelance writer, and-piane university professor” (220). The three
are also alike in their interdisciplinary approashe anthropology and writing by “blurr[ing] the
boundaries between ethnography, fiction, and areaionfiction” (223) with the use of
“historical events, personal histories, and allegbrsignifiers” to produce metanarratives (217).
Roberts writes that “Hurston’s life and career naeeovered from her inability to combine the
life of a scholar with the life of a writer,” citghher unfinished WPA project “The Florida
Negro” in parallel to Ella’s unfinished and delaymdnuscript (220). Hurston’s work provides
an anthropological precursor to Ella’s, focusimgiarly on the ethnography of blacks in the
Caribbean and American South. Specifically, Elfagject focuses on the history of Mrs. Sue
Ann King, referred to most often as Mammy. Ellgigen little information from the school

about Mammy other than she is “a most originalysteller” (47). Comparably, she knows even
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less about the St. Mary district in south-centmililsiana where she is traveling; she arrives “a
total stranger in [her] setting” (47).

Initially, the completely foreign nature of Louisi@ais one of Ella’s greatest challenges.
Arriving from Harlem, New York, Ella finds few simarities around her. Though her descent is
Caribbean, Reginald Khokher points out that shérialy situated as American. . . . Her
description of her life is marked by a sense oftediptic individualism that is unmistakably
American. She prides herself in her career, hanftral independence and her ability to support
herself” (39). Admittedly, Ella expends little mahenergy on learning about the area at first: I
was only going to be around for about a month, wad3h(Brodber 48). At the same time, Ella
records some details about the communities shiswegiiting that Franklin, Louisiana is the
“white part of the area” with an “ambiance quitéetient from the little rural Harlem in which |
lived” (48). Eventually, Ella and her partner, Reabare invited to people’s homes and
immersed in the sociology of Louisiana. “Questiabsut social structure whirled in my head,”
writes Ella (48). Such questions arise becauseig&lgnorant to most southern ways, but also
because she is unsure if her presence and vakiesaiticting with those of her host
community. She feels that the people she meetsngatient and uncomfortable with her, but is
unsure why: “Did it matter that | was sharing nfg lvith a man who hadn’'t married me? How
would they know about our marital status anyhow?[D]id they think me out of order to be
walking with this man when | should be cleaning loeise or doing some other female chore?”
(49). As aresult, Ella begins spending more timthe home preparing meals and cleaning
instead of interacting with community members. Tdetavioral change ultimately serves a dual
purpose: “less interaction with the folk and lessdmfort for them,” as well as Ella’s first steps

in assuming the Discourse of the community (49).
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Ella’s journey to learn and embody the culturehaf Louisiana community she inhabits
parallels Gee’s concept of acquiring a Discourse’&idea is significant in this context because
of the emphasis it places on communication pragiseessential to negotiating one’s place
within a new setting. Skills like reading and wigiare transferable but must be modified for use
in various cultures. More than just copying mamnsmas or donning a certain costume, Gee
proposes that someone like Ella must adapt to egdit@ the Discourse of the communities she
enters through personal experience. Brodber frameas the focus of the novel by formatting
the text as a compilation of Ella’s journal andasoabout her research. However, it is not just
this use of literacy that is significant, but tlentent that Ella records which traces changing
ways in which she must use employ her literacyskibee himself differentiates between
discourse as communication with his definition bpitalizing the D; discourse “means
connected stretches of language that make sensk®’ Biscourses are “ways of being in the
world; they are forms of life which integrate woydsts, values, beliefs, attitudes, and social
identities as well as gestures, glances, bodyipasitand clothes” (526). Discourses involve not
only the modes in which people communicate, butdhes surrounding that communication and
serve as “a sort of ‘identity kit" which comes coetp with the appropriate costume and
instructions on how to act, talk, and often wrge,as to take on a particular role that others will
recognize” (526). Discourses may include such broses as being American or female and as
narrow and specialized as being a cardiologistpgepsor at Harvard, or a regular at a certain
bar. Everyone begins with his or her primary Digseuwhich is made up of an individual's
initial interactions with the world (527). AdditiahDiscourses, such as those learned for work,
school, church, or other organizations, are calmbndary Discourses; Ella’s role as a graduate

student at Columbia University serves as secondagourse, for instance. Gee argues that
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people acquire secondary Discourses “fluently éoaktent that we are given access to these
institutions and are allowed apprenticeships withem” (527). For Ella, gaining adequate
access to the Louisiana communities is a challengself, especially after Mammy’s death.

Ella’s directive of recording oral histories reqggrher to connect personally with
members of the community she enters. Her accessstoulture, as she writes, is somewhat
limited initially both because she is an outsided Aecause she feels little reason to find
connections with people outside her main direabiveecording Mammy’s story. When Mammy
dies two weeks into the project, leaving Ella wotlly the tapes she recorded thus far, Ella is
unsure of how to proceed. “Now that Mammy was mmér in the flesh, there was a change,”
Ella writes, referring to her interactions in trmamunity and her lack of knowledge about the
area (48). Further, Ella worries about the datavemeable to collect before Mammy’s passing.
Expecting to find primarily non-verbal data, heteimogation of the tapes reveals “that the reel
was full, not of silences but of words . . . of geersations between two women, one of them
Mammy, with interjections from me in words | didkihow” (44). Barely recognizing her own
voice on the tape, Ella is left “in awe and dread totally confounded” and with the difficult
task of determining how the speech got on the &gaglewhy Mammy is using the recorder to
communicate with her (44). Ella’s discovery of thgsterious recordings leaves her skeptical at
first but soon these recordings become a fascigaitia important part of assembling Mammy’s
narrative. Discourse acquisition, gaining cultditeracy, and managing her communication with
the dead become essential aspects of Ella’s work.

Through the complex interactions of writing, speaatm-verbal, and otherworldly forms
of communication, Brodber weaves a complicatedatiae in which many types of literacy are

present. The definition of literacy is flexible aisdable to take on different meanings to apply to
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different situations. Most commonly, literacy idided as the ability to read and write. In
discussing Ella’s literacy and her process of martathe appropriate types of literacy for the
community she enters in Louisiana, | will primanigly on Judith A. Langer’s definition of
sociocognitive literacy because it is a form of idheological model. This model situates literacy
in the context of culture in which it is being Iead, acknowledging literacy practices as
“inextricably linked to cultural and power struadsrin society” (Street 433). The idea of
contextualizing communication with culture is espg important to Brodber’s novel, as Ella’s
success within the communities she enters is édthy and predicated on her literacy practices.
Langer’s definition establishes literacy as “(aliwally based, (b) involv[ing] the higher
intellectual skills appropriate to the culture, dojllearned by children as they interact with ithei
families and communities” (2). | will also considbat not only children learn literacy by
interacting with people, but newcomers like Ellanggl. This definition helps to view literacy as
a tool for communication that relies on thoughtgesses and cultural awareness to determine
the most effective use of reading, writing, andagqo@g in a given situation rather than simply
the act of reading and writing itself (3). Furthdohn F. Szwed points out that in studying
literacy and ethnography, it is important to “kdégracy within the logic of the everyday lives
of people . . . [and] to stay as close as possibteal cases, individual examples, in order tmgai
the strength of evidence that comes with being tbéxamine specific cases in great depth and
complexity” (427). Therefore, the literacy knowledgnd practices | discuss here are focused on
the details Brodber presents about her individbaracters, their experiences, and how they
actively use literacy in their daily lives.

As soon as she arrives in Louisiana, Ella is emgeuinfamiliar territory and must quickly

learn the cultural literacy of the region. She enteouisiana as an outsider, a woman of
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Caribbean descent who comes from the North. Thiss clothing, and ways of speaking are
foreign to her. E.D. Hirsch coins the term cultdit@racy in his seminal 1987 boo&ultural
Literacy: What Every American Needs to Knélirsch writes, “To be culturally literate is to
possess the basic information needed to thrivieamtodern world” (xiii). Such a simple
definition suggests that a college educated wonkar8lla would thrive in nearly any
environment, presumably armed with both practicelvidedge and classroom-based learning.
However, Hirsch’s idea of basic information inclsdelarge array of topics, “from sports to
science,” covering the range of human activities) (Hirsch’s arguments are based on
reforming the American education system, so hesdtecultural literacy in broad terms,
suggesting that an all-encompassing American cikxists and that it should become the basis
for a well-rounded curriculum. Though Hirsch ofiscusses cultural literacy in national terms
in his book, he also recognizes that the UniteteSts pluralistic culturally, and often people
identify with hyphenated terms, like Afro-American,order to best define their race and culture
(Hirsch 95). Therefore cultural literacy on a sraalicale might refer to the culture of regions or
particular communities. In Brodber’s work, the nauttural world of black Louisianans,
including those with African and Caribbean roosssignificant Ella’s personal heritage, and yet
she has virtually no cultural literacy for this i@y or its cultures. This suggests, unlike Hirsch’s
proposal, that cultural literacy is not a concéyat tan easily be packaged and transmitted via
the classroom. “I did not know the psyche of thet8pblack or white,” Ella thinks (Brodber

66). Referring to the psyche, Ella acknowledgestti@region has its own psychology, deeply
ingrained in the people. The differences in culane not just outward, physical characteristics
but also involve the inner workings of the mindtadle about the culture that nearly cannot be

explained but are gained through living as a merob#re area. As a means of becoming a
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successful member of the community, Ella beginsaon the customs, practices, and
appearances that are acceptable in Mammy’s culture.

Amy J. Devitt, Anis Barwashi, and Mary Jo Reiff pbout that the concept of discourse
community has been critiqued and challenged bylachoke John Trimbur, Patricia Bizzell,
and Joseph Harris, who contend that the idea s Utopian, hegemonic, stable, and abstract”
(Devitt, Barwashi, and Reiff 541). As a result, thea of a discourse community “conceals the
language and social practices that take placematland distracts researchers from examining
how its internal workings may be recognized andistli’ (541). The reduction of a culture to a
defined set of literacies potentially underminesitfea that immersion and personal experience
is necessary for acquisition of cultural literaeygldiscourse ways of being. As Ella’s
experiences in the novel reflect, belonging andess in a community cannot come through
classroom instruction alone. Similarly, Wayne CasgipBeck, Linda Flower, and Lorraine
Higgins write that “[c]ultural literacy creates sdourse that seeks to minimize or eradicate
difference,” building a “community built around anicular set of values, languages, and
conventions” (574). As a result, the idea of cwtuiteracy is at risk for either excluding many
aspects of culture or being so broad that it ngéoms easily definable. While it is possible for
the concept of cultural literacy to create commyaitd reduce difference in small communities,
it can also cause outsiders to feel alienated weloome. With her limited initial knowledge,
Ella experiences the frustrations of being an detsfirsthand and must struggle through the
process of gaining cultural literacy virtually oarrown.

Ella is allowed into Mammy’s home for her intervighut Ella feels limited by her lack
of cultural literacy. This is not the first timeaihElla feels restricted. In recalling experienats

her mother’s church, which was dominantly attenlolgdlVest Indians, Ella remembers that
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talking to the parishioners was difficult. Thoudjiey spoke sometimes outright about “how-we-
did-it-back-home,” Ella writes that learning desaglbout their culture, behavior, and “how ‘they
did it back home’ was as difficult for me and agpal for them as pulling teeth. Each was a
history book, separate, zippered, and padlockecheSike my own parents had even thrown
away the key!” (58). Ella drops out of the churd@idrse high school. Though she is technically a
member of this Caribbean community as the daugiit€aribbean transplants, Ella’s primarily
American upbringing and young age puts her outideealm of experience for this culture.
Simply asking for the information she seeks frommhers of the West Indian church leads to
few useful details, and she soon finds that sonteeotinderstanding and interpretation must be
extrapolated on her own. The anecdote is refleciiieer experiences in the Louisiana
community as well. Each person she meets in Louasgssesses a history book’s wealth of
experience and information, but all seem to keepitiiormation close at first. This results in
Ella’s initiation into the Discourse being not saich guided by her peers as influenced by her
own intuition to determine her appropriate placd bahavior. For Gee, this constitutes
acquisition rather than learning, meaning that Bdaomes a member of the Discourse
“subconsciously by exposure to models and a proafetsgl and error” rather than through
formal teaching (539). Acquisition, Gee says, istlfer performance purposes, making Ella’s
process of gaining the ability to explain and amalfier community fairly slow, but her ability to
mimic appropriate behaviors is gained fairly quyckl

However, Gee also argues that Discourses anddiésrare not like languages in that
there are not different levels of fluency. A pers®erither a member of the Discourse or not:
“someone cannot engage in a Discourse in a lesstig fluent manner” (Gee 529). Failing to

display the appropriate identity only confirms arthounces the person’s lack of membership in
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that Discourse. Therefore, Ella must gain accesaigh “mushfaking,” a term from prison
culture defined “as making ‘do with something léssn when the real thing is not available™
(533). Gee argues that “[m]ushfake Discourse’ nsgaartial acquisition coupled with meta-
knowledge and strategies” in order to assimilaté greough to pass as a member (533). For
Ella, mushfaking helps her to function until sherenfully acquires the Discourse and allows for
her acceptance by Madam Marie, who becomes an tamganentor in Ella’s journey to become
a medium.

As Ella manages her mushfaking period and begitratscribe the tapes she has
recorded from Mammy, Ella finds that they answev tpiestions for her. Mammy talks about
the people in her life rather than her own expegsnhand those, Ella feels, should be the focus
of the project. She feels as though the keys to Mgisipersonal history are there but hidden
among the stories she tells about others. Ellggles with interpreting the words on the tape
because “[sJome words control large spaces. Theayvsr large holes” (Brodber 43). The
difficulty comes primarily in not knowing what isetaphorically in the holes. As Ella considers,
“These holes might be dungeons with hairy half hasraving in them. Then again they may be
underground worlds with railway lines taking trasrsd neatly dressed people here and there”
(43). Ella feels that the experience of exploring tecordings, which seem to be coming from
Mammy in the afterlife, is like walking on corruptevords, suspended over holes that could
contain any number of things. Knowing what is cored in the holes is significant to the overall
story and encompasses the research and interpretasit must be done by the transcriber. Such
work is difficult, and Ella does not know how topmpach the task without acquiring all of the

cultural knowledge that Mammy possesses. It isdhitural literacy and acquisition of
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Discourse that allows Ella to manage the holes une@deh the words, or interpret their true
meaning more easily.

Ella’s skepticism about communicating with the daksb affects her ability to engage
with Mammy’s words; she asks Reuben, “Do | needde a psychiatrist?”” (44). Knowing that
the journey of gathering and processing these wisrdsmpletely up to her and seemingly
important if Mammy is providing her with the stajeElla is fearful of falling into the holes
under the words, or more accurately, she is affatishe is losing her sanity in dedicating
herself to a vast amount of information that maynary not be real or relevant to the project.
Becoming an outlet for Mammy'’s words is involuntaryd scary for Ella, and it feels like a
violation: “I had been officially entered. | wasigg to be, if not already, a vessel, a horse,
somebody’s talking drum” (46). Instead of wearimgl possessing the elements that make up the
supernatural Discourse, she feels as though theolrise is wearing her, becoming an identity
she cannot take off and a burden she must beaowtithuly understanding it. As Roberts notes,
“Iit takes Ella six weeks to set up a scientific hwet for recording and analyzing the supernatural
data” (230), marking her first steps in acquirihg Discourse.

In addition to her acquisition of a new DiscourSka must learn to manage multiple
modalities in working with the oral history projeéts defined by Gunther Kress and Carey
Jewitt, “mode is used to refer to a regularizecharged set of resources for meaning-making,
including, image, gaze, gesture, movement, mupgeah, and sound-effect. Modes are broadly
understood to be the effect of the work of cultarehaping material into resources for
representation” (1).ouisiang as Vera Kutzinski writes, deals in “intensely gdiwated modes
of address of the dead in the fictionalized contéxthnographic fieldwork” (69). As Ella works

with her main subject, Louise, referred to as MamEila simply watches and lets the recorder



57

capture the sound. She observes images, moveraadtgestures as Mammy makes them,
recording her speech, songs, and even the backijrmise that characterizes Mammy’s house,
all representing different modes. “Mammy I'm reaglyour face,” Ella writes in her

transcription notes (Brodber 13). As such, Ellavesras an unattached observer of the data,
using the modes as a tool or resource for culturderstanding, as Kress and Jewitt suggest.
Later, as Ella becomes ingrained in the cultuedfither interactions with modes change and she
becomes an embodiment and dispenser of these sadesnin use, modes become a tool for
Discourse acquisition and, ultimately, one of therkers of its mastery.

While much of Ella’s learning of culture, mode, ddigcourse involves mental work and
change, her physical appearance and everydaygesaetre also heavily influenced. Ella “no
longer wear[s] slacks,” but learns to sew her olathing, making long, flowing dresses that
cover her body but also keep her cool in the soatheat (99). She lets her hair go natural: “I no
longer press. | don’t know if this represents $pai or intellectual movement or just plain
convenience, but there it is: my hair is natura antouched” (98-99). Though these changes
represent her assimilation into the culture, Elal$ conspicuous at first, sensing that she is
“very observable in the streets” (99). However, ¢hanges in her appearance also trigger a
connection with her mother and a newfound confideticwas never as tall as my mother nor
had | before her bearing. With my headdress anébnmy dress, | know | present a dignity rather
like hers and an aura which turns heads” (99). attention she draws is no longer because she
does not fit in with the community, but because apjgears as an important member of society,
belonging completely and possessing significartucal capital.

In addition to changes to her physical appeardait® begins to engage more with the

culture’s values and traditions. She learns to naalkge of gumbo stew from the vegetables she



58

finds in the farmers market, a practice she witlemiake almost religiously every single day. To
be accepted in the community that has traditioahles about men and women living together,
Ella and Reuben have to marry. Belonging to th&ucellis essential to her transcription work as
it allows her to comfortably assimilate into thentes of the people she interviews; without her
understanding of the culture, the transcriptionknsgems to her much more difficult and
confusing. Ella’s spells of cooking and sewing aithe house rather than writing and studying
seems to her a failure, that her mind is on vanatiben she is not actively writing and
transcribing. However, even these aspects of alltiseracy help her to understand Mammy’s
perspective and extrapolate Mammy'’s personal higtom her accounts of life in Louisiana. In
these beginning stages, Ella is acquiring a nondantiDiscourse that will later become
dominant and very useful to her.

Gee distinguishes between dominant and nondomidignburses, both of which Ella
encounters (527). Gee writes that “[nJondominardgcOurses are secondary Discourses the
mastery of which often brings solidarity with a fp@rlar social network, but not wider status and
social goods in the society at large” (528). Ekgiins acquiring the Discourse of her Louisiana
community in a nondominant manner, searching pilgnfor acceptance, at least to the point
that she is able to comfortably interact with hdpjscts. It serves as a form of social leverage in
order for her to achieve academic goals. On therdthnd, “[dJominant Discourses are
secondary Discourses the mastery of which, attcphar place and time, brings with it the
(potential) acquisition of social ‘goods’ (moneyestige, status, etc.)” (527). Once Ella moves to
New Orleans and becomes a working medium and ptopteMadam Marie, the Louisiana

Discourse couples with the supernatural Discowrsmgdate a means of attaining status within
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the community as “another Madam Marie” (99). Evalliy Madam Marie dies and Ella takes
over the business, gaining capital through herofislee specialized Discourse.

Ella’s success may be attributed to her enhanddld skmultiple literacies. The African
American community represented combines both soutdied Caribbean cultures through the
global South connection of two Saint Mary parisimelsouisiana and Jamaica, both which value
oral tradition as a means of conveying history amture. Jeremie Dagnini emphasizes Ella’s
position in the community as a student of anthroggl‘bridges the gap between the oral and
literate worlds” (29). It is her fluency in bothetlacademic and African Discourses that allows
her to “materialize the dead’s voices through jmgit (29). However, Gee writes that people can
lose their fluency in a Discourse when it is undiéred. There also may be tension and conflict
between a person’s Discourses, which Gee saysaidlys be present to some degree (528).
Interestingly, Ella’s Louisiana Discourse displaeesl rejects her academic Discourse, as seen
toward the end of the novel when she returns to Merk City to see her parents’ lawyer. “The
lawyer’s first glance at me told me a tale. | wamsthing the cat had deposited on the mat,”
Ella writes (133). The Discourses of Columbia aratlein that would have once allowed her to
fit into the lawyer’s office without notice havedaeunderutilized for so long that she is no
longer able to slip into them without thinking. &Healizes that her identity is now tied up with
the South in such a way that removing the “iderkity(Gee 526) of the Louisiana Discourse
feels wrong. It is now the one she identifies witbst. Ella remarks that her physical
appearance, with her long dresses and untameddaire she has possessed for years, and it
seems surprising to her how out of place she n@msen a New York culture she once was a
member of: “It had never struck me, nor did it Bew, that to enter this part of America | would

have to discard garments | had been wearing fasyaad find myself more passable costume”
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(133). However, at his point in Ella’s life, theltwal capital she desires is within the
multicultural communities she inhabits in Louisiara that is the Discourse she utilizes most,
and the one she becomes most comfortable embodying.

Acquiring the Discourse and engaging with Louislamalture brings Ella raised social
capital in the community while she is living in N&vleans and working with Madam Marie.
“Another Madam Marie’ | hear them say, though Vaalone absolutely nothing, have none of
Madam'’s credits to my name,” Ella writes (99). Siigantly, Ella remarks that people in the
community begin to associate her with Madam Manié give her credit for the same sort of
credentials and achievements as the woman, thollgisEBew to being a medium and feels as
though she has done nothing to deserve such a cmmpaShe has, however, become one of
them, a member of the culture: her appearance ssati@mtion with Madam Marie alone seem to
indicate that she probably has such cultural ch@ital this is very influential of the
community’s perception of her.

In the same way that Discourses are valued inioestatures, Kress and Jewitt argue
that certain modes are similarly valued, and grafgseople use and refine them until the modes
are fully developed and articulated for use in thdture (2). Speech, writing, and sign-language
are modes that are heavily used by certain cultaresimages, hieroglyphics, and character-
based writing like that of the Chinese and Japahase been valued writing modes throughout
history. In Mammy’s culture, the thriving busineésMadam Marie indicates that
communication with the supernatural is a valued enidcommunication. The initial
communication of the dead that must be transmittemligh a vessel, whether tape recorder or
medium, can also be considered a genre. Definingeges “language forms that have

identifiable and changing roles in interpersonédtiens and in larger collective contexts”
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(Barwashi 550), it can also be assumed that gemeerelated to the ways people employ
language and are dependent upon changes in conynasaige. Anis Barwashi argues that
“[a]nalyzing genres within their lived contexts eals to students, teachers, and researchers the
material strength of those communities and theivggaover members and nonmembers alike”
(549). Such discussions allow for the consideratibcommunication with the dead as a
legitimate genre within Ella’s community in New @aihs. Madam Marie’s prophesying
becomes a genre in their limited community, and Bcomes her apprentice, now possessing a
mentor in Madam Marie who can assist in initiatiey into the Discourse. When she moves to
Congo Square to become a student of Madam MaE#&finds that the medium has a vast
stock of clients in the West Indian sailors who eamto port at New Orleans: “[s]he took from
them their tales and quickly passed them on” (TBg tales then become a larger part of a
growing oral record that Madam Marie commandshis way, communication with the dead as
a form of spoken history serves as a mode, genteDascourse irouisiana.

Mammy explains to Ella the experiences in which, $ter husband Silas, and Lowly had
with supernatural communication. Silas worked Hargtudy the process, becoming his own
mentor by seeking out instruction. He “took bookstmil. He was interested in the mind,
telepathy, and that whole area of mind controbuter body experiences” (Brodber 154). As
Silas shares his knowledge with Sue Ann and Lotieegroup learns to access memories and
enhance their communication: “As we talked abouagg reading, Mammy became aware of
like experiences she had had. She talked abouw {heth the group]. She had never talked about
them before” (154). The group begins to communitapathically; questions mentally
pondered by the women are answered aloud by Siteswomen communicate silently from

different rooms in the house. Silas, Mammy, and lydvecome fluent in telepathy and
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supernatural communication very quickly, and Loddscribes this as a period of growing
together, with and through one another (155).

Ella’s acquisition of the supernatural discourseuns over many years, and Ella’s initial
experiences with accessing the thoughts of othmagre in a much different fashion; she takes
on her interactions with the supernatural and edlgpalone, without a support system. This
helps to explain her fear and difficulty procesding audio she receives on the recorder. The
experience is new and overwhelming; it is a litgrand Discourse she has not yet gained and
therefore is uncomfortable navigating. As Gee wrif@iscourses “are not mastered by overt
instruction, but by enculturation into social prees through scaffolded and supported
interaction with people who have already mastenedtiscourse” (527). Discourses are learned
by doing; one can only gain another Discourse Ipegrncing and embodying that Discourse.
This process is most effective with the help ofentor, as Gee also suggests that Discourses can
only be acquired when one has the ability to irtieaad socialize with others in that Discourse
community. This complicates Ella’s experience; $@ialization into the community occurs first
through the tape recorder, serving as a vessdl&mnmy’s communication. It is not until later,
when Ella and Reuben move to New Orleans, thatvialiks with Madam Marie, a working
medium, to fully enter the Discourse and masteigémae.

Madam Marie becomes a teacher that Ella can obs@vevork with. She writes that
Madam Marie teaches her about the language, ghangnastery of the local dialect and its
idioms (117). As she works with the people who conte the shop, Ella feels as though she
herself becomes more complete through her leaamadgecording of their histories: “I am

knowing more about my men and where they are frodhia the process, | am becoming.
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Language is the key” (117). Ella eventually recagsiherself as “a soothsayer, yes, but one who
looks behind, sees and will see the past” (106).

Other markers of Ella’s definitive mastery of theuisiana and supernatural Discourses
come in her possession of ethnic songs that sheshaves with her clients at Madam Marie’s.
“The songs are equally ours now. We just sing. denao statement on this. It is the shape of
things,” Ella writes (129). Additionally, she naniger needs the tape recorder in order to hear
from Mammy or Lowly. The pendant necklace Reubeysldar their anniversary serves as a
vessel that is connected directly to Ella and dwesively hers; the ownership of the
communication is no longer mediated through theensity’s tape recorder. “Much better,”
writes Ella. “I have never been happy holding sdnmegf that was not mine, and satisfied that all
involved had made the switch from machine to petydeom just talking, to talking and seeing”
(132). Ella professes to seeing Heaven througlpdinelant, giving her the ability to engage more
fully with multiple modes and showing her intengiiy close connection with the otherworldly
and the dead. Ella’s discussion of the pendantreesva stronger form of supernatural
communication for her also marks a steady dechriger health. Her growing connection to
death and the dead causes Ella’s health to ded&ziover many years as she discovers and hones
her abilities as a medium.

Ella records over the next year of falling threpasate times. She breaks her leg, hits her
head, and dislocates her hip. The broken leg skllasdown, causing the couple to hire a maid
and caretaker. After her hip is dislocated, Reub&as over the writing duties, describing his
wife’s inability to hold a pencil. He writes in Mar 1950 that her connection to Mammy and
Lowly has progressed; as Ella speaks, it is nobhar voice that Reuben hears: “[t]he voices |

hear, are as with the recording machine, thosehargeople. I, of course recognize Mammy’s
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voice” (143). In April 1952, Reuben records thatiéars for Ella’'s death when she makes a
breakthrough in Mammy’s history, learning duringession that Mammy was “a Garvey
organizer and a psychic. . . . A black national{d#8). Reuben writes, “I half expect that my
wife now that she knows what she wants to know, malv close her eyes and join your
heavenly throng” (149). However, Ella recovers,ibemg to walk again and write, recording
that she does not recall pain or a brush with deatlonly the physical presence of Mammy and
Lowly. “What I recall is being with them and heagithem tell their story/stories. It is down on
paper and in Reuben’s hand so | must have beenduitd she writes. “I am here now in the
world that Reuben occupies,” suggesting that shespaitually outside the realm of the living
during her iliness, implying her inability to exahd function fully in both states. One of her
existences must suffer at the benefit of the other.

Kutzinski argues that the possession that Ella @smpees is an equal-opportunity
experience for anyone willing and spiritually opErough to allow it. This “textual
ventriloquism,” she argues, is an act of publid@@nance rather than a private experience (76).
Anyone is able to become a vessel, or as Ella descit, a horse that is seemingly involuntarily
ridden by the spirit (Brodber 46). “What Ella dabes as ‘hegemony of the spirit’ is a function
of her being initially unaware that what she, im fade as anthropologist, observes is a
performance of community in which she, as audieiscalready involved as a potential spirit
vessel and performer,” Kutzinski writes (77). Thmdnand body duality that Kutzinski applies
to the “hegemony of the spirit” that Ella descriliesirrored in its duality of public
performance and the private discourse of her jdund notes that make up the novel. Kutzinski
continues, “Ella’s journal, then, chronicles heereasing awareness of the precise degree of her

involvement” (77). Effectively, Ella subconsciousicords her experience in acquiring the
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supernatural discourse as it occurs, from her eaudghfaking with the tape recorder to her
stronger and more personal connection to the spaild through the necklace, to her final
entries that mark her full embodiment of Louisiamal the supernatural. Both the spirit
possession and Ella’s journal entries about heemsmpces are forms of private discourse that
cross boundaries into the realm of public perforogahe private journal becomes public when
published and is bookended by letters written figtaonal editor and Reuben, respectively. As
Kutzinski writes,Louisianapresents “voices [that] tend to stray from thesigned bodies,
physical and written, stripping those bodies, im $kraying, of the constants of assigned
identities” (77). These unclear boundaries makeetstdnding and dealing with becoming a
vessel, what | would define as acquiring the sugieinal discourse, difficult to process, as
evidenced in Ella’s writing.

Eventually, Reuben is correct, and Ella seemsdogmeize that she has nothing more to
transmit from Mammy and Lowly. “There was nothingn& | knew there was nothing more.
Nothing more but for myself to understand why thies my experience,” Ella writes (Brodber
160). Rae Ann Meriwether argues that Ella’s deghies the completion of her transformation
into a “communal self’ that includes Mammy, Lowénd the histories of all the people she has
served as a medium (110). Further, Kutzinski argli@sElla’s new name represents not only a
geographical place, but “the imagined merging af tliaracters’ names,” (79) as evidenced by
the Spanish combining of Mammy and Lowly’s name4.aslise y Anna” (Brodber 124). The
name represents the marriage of the women in nagras well as Ella’s birth: “The venerable
sisters had married themselves to me - given borthe” (32). | would also argue that the
transformative marriage and birth that Ella dessibignals her full acquisition of the

supernatural Discourse. These events represers Elleembodiment of the supernatural
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Discourse and manifest in her crossing over intondhy and Lowly’s realm: when the narrative
is completed and Ella has received all the mesdagesMammy and Lowly, she passes away.
Jenny Sharpe suggests that “[a]rguably, Brodbmsisucting us to listen carefully to the
past for an agency that exists in the silent spathastory” and that “the novel’s depiction of
spirit possession [is] a critical engagement wlhid nateriality of sociological data and official
archives” (91). Indeed, Brodber seems to be preggotal history as important and potentially
the most accurate emotional history. Through Elt@gative, Brodber is making a judgment
about the modes we rely on for historical fact.rfbavrites that Eouisianapoints to gaps even
within the oral histories, a narrative form whosersels are difficult for the reader to fit together
like so many pieces in a jigsaw puzzle” (25). Redadds that the novel itself “represents
Brodber’s effort to iterate allegorically the reesy of missing histories from the silences of
historical gaps, omissions, and commissions oficaltrepression,” agreeing that the result is a
“metanarrative jigsaw” that must be worked out bytbElla and the reader (217). Certainly
Ella’s experience has been troubled, frustrating, tedious. She sometimes spends hours poring
over the oral records without feeling like she pastogether a narrative that will be useful to
anyone. At one point she doubts anyone will eveleustand the transcripts: “If these transcripts
make sense to any third person, bless her. Itrisvbek” (116). It is easy to regard oral histories
as merely one person’s story, a tiny sliver ofldrger history that possesses the real
significance. “At the same time,” writes Sharpé&etvalue of Mammy’s stories lies not only in
new factual evidence but also in something writezhives simply cannot convey - namely, a
lived experience passed on from one generationoofien to the next” (25). As she writes about
Mammy’s mother’s history as a member of the Tedhkesin the Louisiana cane fields, Ella

realizes that Mammy’s own accounts of the evergssaluable in themselves. “I could ask the
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old people who were around at that time to givesoree leads to the names but you are right,”
she writes to Mammy, “what your granny felt, whatiy mother felt, what you felt cannot be

told any better than you have told it” (Brodber L3®ersonal histories are valuable in their
details and in their humanity. The telling, recagliand survival of these narratives are
important, not only as parts of the historical ative, but pieces of humanity. In the end, Reuben
wants to publish Ella’s transcript to serve as bathstory, as the conduit, and the story of
Louise, Sue Ann, and Silas. He believes that thmsle a corrective measure, a means of
explaining to Ella’s parents what kept her in Leauis for the remainder of her life. Though Ella
does not explicitly state it, her goal was alwaysamplete the initial assignment of recording
Mammy’s oral history. The emotional significancetloé narrative is important not only to the
people involved in the telling of the stories, buthose who transcribed and compiled the
information as well. “I want to publish the manuptf Reuben writes in the epilogue. “It is my
wife’s story too. It is the story of the conduhigtscribe as much as that of the actors” (165). Not
just the manuscript, but the entire process sasescovery of “her erased cultural identity and
lost cultural connection as a member of the diasgolk community” (Roberts 234). For all
parties involved, the narrative reflects experiesnmed transformations: for Mammy, through the
telling of her life story, and for Ella through herquisition of new Discourses and process of
becoming Louisiana the person.

Through Ella’s experience, Brodber argues that tgtdeding history from a human
perspective must involve the use of multiple mdasdiand genres, utilizing written history, oral
accounts, and in this case, communication withdéread. Ella ultimately represents the
convergence of the three genres through her mastegch and her production of a completed

narrative. Though the university requested anacabunt transcribed to text, Ella’s experiences
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in Louisiana cause her to take the project to ard#vel, devoting the rest of her life to
becoming a part of Mammy’s culture in order toyudb justice to the complex story of Sue Ann
King’s life. Ella’s oral history project essentiakmbodies the same genre and possesses the
same goals as her position as a medium. In bothnoss, personal histories are being unearthed
and recorded in order to produce a more full peetafrthe community’s rich history. Like the
silver spear she describes depositing knowledda’'skdxperiences in Louisiana changed her
mentally and physically. Her acquisition of mul&@Discourses as part of the black community
alters her ways of thinking and being. As Robertises, both Ella and her husband “come to
their study with little or no cultural connectiontiend up finding themselves and forming a
strong spiritual connection, reaching beyond deattve read the record of their experience in
Louisiang to the folk and to their own pasts” (256). Ellase of Louisiana as her name reflects
her acquisition of the state’s spirit, embodyirgyhtstory, while also reflecting a renewed

identification with Caribbean and southern culture.
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Chapter 3: Experiencing Words: Managing Synesthesiand Racial Difference Through

Letter Writing in Monique Truong’s Bitter in the Mouth
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Amanda Gilroy and W.M. Verhoeven write that evesigdr, “no matter how private and
personal it may seem, is a letter marked by antiteghe world” (1). In Monique Truong’s
novelBitter in the Mouthreading and writing are essential to the liféhaf protagonist, Linda
Hammerick. Letters in particular are significar\gng as both public and private discourse and
helping to define, record, and manage Linda’s ke.adopted Vietnamese-American girl living
in the largely white town of Boiling Springs, Nor@arolina, Linda contends with racial
difference and reveals feeling judged and exclumrhuse of her race, experiencing a
problematic seeing of physical difference and reathsg of her as an individual. As she grows
up among cruel classmates who taunt her with rapighets in adolescence and exclude her
entirely as they progress into high school, Lirglkeft without a defined social group of her
peers. Adults similarly practiced “selective blims$s” (Truong 171), “look[ing] at [Linda] with
eyes that always made [her] uncomfortable” butdbréeeping their comments to themselves
(170). Though she identifies with the South as hgmeeple in her community automatically
view her as an outsider because of her race. laigtahas synesthesia, a neurological disorder in
which senses involuntarily mix in unexpected w&seaking and hearing speech correlates with
various tastes for Linda; each word has a distrectind consistent flavor, and all of the flavors
materialize in her mouth as she hears the words. As1esthete, Linda “cannot stop the
influence of the outside world on her body and egmee,” and thus wages a constant battle to
manage speech and the internal, involuntary regpibedicits from her (Dykema 124). As
Patricia Lynne Duffy points out, Linda’s race anymasthesia present the challenge of
“contend[ing] with both the inner and outer anorealof her identity” (666). In order to cope
with both her inner and outer difference, Lindaeaftetreats to the realm of reading and writing,

particularly through letters. In an age of phonmouunication, the fact that characters rely on
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written communication so often is significant besmaof each message’s personalization, not just
through intimate content, but through handwritimgl @hysical presence. Linda writes letters to
her best friend, and the medium serves as the made of their communication from childhood
forward. Later in life, Linda begins to write tortteaveling uncle and as she learns about her
early childhood, Linda finds that her adoption wagotiated through letters written between her
biological mother and adoptive father. The mantelstthat manifest in the text combine to
represent different parts of Linda’s self, creatingomplex and intimate portrait of her life, both
historically and emotionally. Though they are dggmrsonal, the letters provide Linda with a
most effective means of managing both her innercantér difference and traversing space and
time to create and maintain relationships with tthe

Considering Linda’s synesthesia as a communicdaorier is essential to understanding
what leads her to rely so heavily on her literdaillss Synesthesia, meaning “joined sensation”
(Cytowic 1), is a often thought of as a literaryide, such as Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s
description of “a yellow smell” in her short stdfihe Yellow Wallpaper” (Gilman 11). Duffy
writes that such descriptions “let readers bothr hed ‘see’ imagery and are used for effect
(647). Used as a literary device, synesthesia mayrfultiple senses for readers, simulating its
effects. Though the senses are distinctly sepaeatsations, people with neurological
synesthesia often experience “dual or multisensesponse[s] to stimuli that would produce
only a unisensory response for most people” (68@).example, music may also evoke smell or
color, and the response is intense, inseparabdeinaoluntary. Developmental synesthesia, like
Linda’s, “does not arise voluntarily, nor is it tead through training, acquired through drug use,
or induced (solely) by any neurological pathologythnson, Allison, & Baron-Cohen 4).

Linda’s synesthesia is of the lexical-gustatoryietgr(i.e., words trigger tastes for her). Though
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Linda’s synesthesia is limited to an auditory-gt@tarelationship, the response is triggered only
by spoken language, both her own and that she:Hd&aay of the words that | heard or had to
say aloud brought with them a taste,” Linda ex@afanique, consistent, and most often
unrelated to the meaning of the word that had thentaste rolling into my mouthB{tter 21).
Singing, writing, and reading do not affect herd éimerefore become outlets when the
synesthesia becomes overwhelming.

Though Linda has no idea that her condition haanaenor explanation for much of her
life, synesthesia cases have been documentedtbmearly nineteenth century, with “the first
known convincing account” being a first person fsldscription” in an 1812 medical
dissertation (Jewanski 370). Later, large-scaldistuwere conducted and documented “[d]uring
the last two decades of the nineteenth centuryd)37ortrayals in literary works appeared in
French poetry at the end of the nineteenth cer{fjfy 649), becoming a link for Symbolist
poets to the sublime (651). Psychological literatoim the subject declined in the 1930s due to its
subjective nature; it was difficult to verify orque results of individual reports of internal
phenomena (Johnson, Allison, & Baron-Cohen 4). éloge, the study of synesthesia did not
become prevalent again until “the latter half af tiventieth century” when “new methods were
introduced to assess the genuineness of synestf@sin addition to the fact that Linda is
unaware synesthesia is diagnosable and that athars similar experiences, her family and
friends are not always accepting or understandinigeocondition, leading Linda to guard this
information carefully. Linda’s attempts to explaire connection between words and flavors
only instructed her that this was a private phermwnealmost shameful, and should be kept to
herself. At 11 years old, Linda attempts to shameword-taste associations with her mother:

| blurted out as quickly as | could, ‘Marhocolatemilk youcannedgreenbeans
knowgrapejellywhagrahamcracketastes like a walnbamsteaksugar-curéd
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Godwalnuttastes like a walnbamsteaksugar-cured he wordicorice

Godwalnut | meamaisin, and the worlicorice tastes-*

‘Lindamint, pleaseemonjuicedon’t talkcornchipslike a crazyieavycream

persomarlicpowder” my mom said, cutting me off. (TruonBjtter 107)
Linda persists, but her mother insists that héritafcrazy” and admonishes, “I won’t have it in
my family” (107). Linda then clearly understandattbeAnne’s message idf you want to be
one of us, Linda, you hush your mduth08). The interaction colors her relationshighwiner
synesthesia for the rest of her life, identifyihgs a negative anomaly that makes her an
outsider. Not even her father, with whom Linda $emluch more connected to than her mother,
is allowed to know of the sometimes-overwhelmingexience of hearing speech. When her
father read her bedtime stories, often fairy talésda was nearly unable to cope with the sharp,
intense flavors triggered by the words commonlynfbin them. “I tried my best to hide my
face,” she remembers. “The only story | could talemwas ‘Goldilocks and the Three Bears.’
The rest contained too many sour words that madagiated and kept me up long into the
night. . . . I don’t know what Thomas must haveuthiat, sitting there next to a child with her
face underneath the covers but who was clearly awdeke” (162). The scene reflects Linda’s
difficulty in dealing with her synesthesia and tlegths she will go to hide it from others, even
as a small child. As if her mother did not invokieda’s difference enough, Richard E. Cytowic
writes, “It is rare for smell or taste to be eittiee trigger or the synesthetic response,” making
Linda an outsider even among other synesthete$l[timately, synesthesia is problematic to
Linda’'s communication in that it neurologically éntupts thoughts, but also in that it prevents
her from sharing her whole self from people likeADge.

In the novel, Truong represents Linda’s synesghiesdialogue by including the tasted

word in italics with the word that triggers it. Hoistance, “Lindenint’ indicates that the name

Linda tastes like mint to the protagonist. At tim&suong uses this technique throughout entire



74

conversations, complicating the reading experieAcganda Dykema points out that the writing
technique shows “the very cumbersome negotiaticessary to write Linda’s experience of a
conversation” and gives the reader an idea of Wwhhting a conversation might be like for
Linda by “disrupt[ing] a sentence’s visual flow” thithe intrusion of italicized flavors (122).
The technique slows down the reader, forcing h@rocess both the meaning of the spoken
words along with the taste that accompanies eact.Wdough non-synesthetes cannot
experience a conversation the way Linda would, figl®writing technique gives the reader an
insight on the overwhelming nature of processindtipla senses firing at once. The words that
do not trigger her synesthesia bring relief in cangon to the others as their flavors invade her
mouth: “For me, the few words thdidn’t bring with them a taste were sanctuaries, a eboist
which | could hear their meanings as clear as miy beart beating,” Linda recalls. She
compares the rest of her vocabulary as being “@tedlby an order of monks who had broken
their vows of silence and in this act had reve#temnselves to me'Bftter 15-16). The flavors
that populate her mouth when speaking or hearieg@pcloud the meanings behind the words,
not allowing her to process messages fully or toggnect with the person speaking.

Linda’s synesthesia leads to difficulties for hebbth listening and speaking, especially
in school. Her “reading comprehension skills weedl\@bove average,” but the overwhelming
tide of flavors interrupting lectures and classcdssions are distracting. This is reflected in
Linda’s grades, where she is a C student prioigh school: “On my report cards, my teachers
conveyed this . . . to my parents as ‘your daughterwillingness to pay attention in class™
(Truong,Bitter 21). In everyday life, words that Linda found “liédly distasteful” would make
her wince, and their cumulative effect could somes leave her “subdued and in search of a

dark, quiet room” (77). Thankfully, Linda’s synes#iia was not all distraction and unpleasant
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experiences. At eleven years old, Linda “had jeatried the trick of stringing words together to
produce the tastes that [she] wanted” (Truditer 73). For instance, while eating her adoptive
mother DeAnne’s terrible cooking, Linda discoveltsile saying “not again” that “again” tastes
like a plain pancake (75). Whether positive or iegathe effects of Linda’s synesthesia were
overall distracting and confusing for her to pracas a child, especially without the support of
her family.

In addition to her synesthesia, Linda contends wighjudgments of her community
about her race. As a child, Linda feels out of placher body, recognizing it definitively as
what makes her different. According to Nahem You4§ghe trope of nonseeing or selective
blindness characterizes fiction set in” the Soatid he points out that Truong’s epigraph for the
novel focuses on this (215). Taken from Harper £&e Kill a Mockingbird the epigraph
guotes Atticus as he explains to Scout that the, paaite trash Ewells are nice people “when
you finally see them™ beyond their appearance ¢hgjBitter 1). In a similar manner, Linda
recalls that the judgments made against her weresult of seeing and judging her body
coupled with willful ignorance. Linda recalls thtae adults in the town “vowed to make
themselves color-blind on my behalf. That didn’ppan. What did happen was that | became a
blind spot in their otherwise 20-20 field of visiofl70). The “selective blindness” Linda
observes only ensures that the adults around heod@mark about her appearance, but it does
not stop their thoughts or silent judgments: “last®f invisibility, Boiling Springs made an
open secret of me,” Linda states. In the note®itier in the Mouth Truong writes she
considered o Kill a Mockingbirdheavily while writing the novel because of thedeative
creation” of Boo Radley (292). She argues thatSbeth often creates unseen “ghosts” like Boo

who are outsiders, “the embodiments of the anxdefears, and violations of the norms of the
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family.” Truong thus has Linda connect with thigtature, identifying with Boo in her racial
difference: “I was the town’s pariah, but no onesvadlowed to tell me so. In Boiling Springs, |
was never Scout. | was Boo Radley, not hidden dwayn plain sight” (171). Like Boo, Linda
feels like a shameful centerpiece of Boiling Spsitaye, a figure rarely discussed but widely
known.

Linda refers to herself as the answer to the “divgidrought,” providing someone to
serve as a target for pent-up racism in a souttosvn overwhelmingly populated by whites
(173). Though she is mostly left alone by adultbo®l presents a host of other challenges,
namely children without the filters that their pat®attempt to maintain. Linda recalls that her
new, Americanized name only served as a “mask&tactassmates, in place until she revealed
herself by answering the roll call: “[t]hen they wd turn around and silently mouth ‘Chink’ or
‘Jap’ or ‘Gook’ at me, so that our teacher wouldmetar” (TruongBitter 171). The
discrimination Linda experiences, then, is soledgddd on her appearance and ignores her family,
accent, values, and other features that make her ke her classmates than different. Lisa
Lowe writes that “the Asian is always seen as amignant, as the ‘foreigner-within,” even when
born in the United States and the descendant argigans born here before” (5-6). Linda
experiences this directly, as her outward appearanseemingly all that is needed to classify her
as foreign or different. The racism she experieme®sdily, and even though Linda grew up in
North Carolina and sounds southern, Linda stilkkbke the Other and becomes a target for
judgment. “Since leaving Boiling Springs, | wasearftasked by complete strangers what it was
like to grow up being Asian in the South,” Lindaaés (TruongBitter 169). Her standard
response asserts that the real question is dakihg Asian in the South: “[flor me, pointing out

to them the difference between ‘being’ and ‘lookiwgs the beginning, middle, and end of my
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answer” (169). The question is problematic becdursga does not identify as Asian: “How
could I explain to them that from the age of seteeaighteen, there was nothing Asian about me
except my body, which I had willed away and fevBwiling Springs seemed to see anyway”
(169-70). As Lowe points out, the other “cannoirbagined as sharing in America,” and Asian
appearance like Linda’s causes others to viewdbet‘located outside the cultural and racial
boundaries of the nation” (6). But, because the Acaa South constitutes her experience more
than Asia does, Linda feels as though she canfettefely answer questions about being Asian;
she “identif[ies] with the South almost completak/home” (Yousaf 216).
The discrimination Linda experiences as an Asiamale in the South is not always
based on racial epithets so much as the lack atitgeshe feels among her peers, especially in
high school. Rather than being hyper-aware of kreal difference, Linda feels the
“heightened interest in my physical presence rguiisipate into a kind of non-seeing” as she
grows older (TruongBitter 173). Instead of an especially specific role basetier race, Linda
feels as though she is completely disregarded by ler classmates and adult members of the
community, nearly invisible:
| had no role to play within the romances, the dagnand the tragedies that my
classmates’ hormones were writing for them. | weagen considered a heroine,
love interest, vixen, or villainess. Even Kelly ige®d me the role of secret
confidante and then audience member. To be thet8sh&irl in my high school
was to be disembodied, which was what | thougtatd Wwanted all along. | was
the Brain. Everyone else around me became theiebo.73).

More than feeling judged for her race, Linda febtgegarded for being Asian, and this causes

her to retreat even further from social interacdianhschool and into a select few relationships

and reading and writing as a main method of comoatian.

In dealing with feeling like an outsider among peers and in her community, Linda is

resorts to reading and writing as a means of figpdd@longing. Linda’s connection to the South,
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cultivated primarily through place and her upbrimggin a white, middle-class home, can also be
linked to her literacy practices. Linda identifeéseply with some of the stories she reads in the
book her father gave hédorth Carolina Parade: Stories of History and PesagThere was
something reassuring about having the history awgle of your world reduced to 209 pages
and a handful of drawings,” Linda remembers. Hérda“wanted [her] to have a book that
would foster a sense of security and belonginggd’ thie book provides vivid portraits of
historically well-known North Carolinians, includjrthose who were outsiders in their
communities (Truong 52). Instead of identifyinglwihe “children, well loved and well
remembered” or towering historical figures like Aed Johnson or Daniel Boone, Linda
connects most with George Moses Horton, a slavewrbte poetry, and Virginia Dare, a child
who became a state legend for being kidnappedaised by Indians. Yousaf writes that “[t]he
emotional attachment Linda has to the story of emtioes her coming to consciousness that her
own story is also that of an orphan” who has noMeadge of her birth parents (216). In this
realization, Linda must deal with a sort of seeang not-seeing from her own family who
seemingly do not address the issue of race atallthe one hand, this ignorance of race is
positive: her adoptive family, Linda’s father and® Harper at least, try to view Linda as a
natural member of their kin. One the other handirttletermination to not discuss Linda’s
heritage with her leaves her with no knowledgeeaflackstory prior to her adoption. Linda’s
disconnection from her adoptive mother is seemingigxplained throughout much of the novel,
making it clear that Linda herself is not sure vilAnne seems to tolerate her presence at best
rather than treat Linda like her own child. Thisatinnection from her adoptive mother
especially creates a home environment where Liogs dot feel completely comfortable. On a

broader level, Linda’s identification with the péeplescribed ifNorth Carolina Paradeeomes
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through their status as outsiders who were abiiedolasting and respected belonging as
southerners. Though she feels like an outsider int¢hnally and externally, Linda “has no
doubts about her homeplace and learns to survivedmse of alterity in a family that refuses to
tell her who she once was” (Yousaf 216). Withougthimg else to cling to, Linda ultimately
identifies as southern because it is all she kndWwsugh the region’s people have labeled her an
outsider, Linda is able to find community as on¢haf South’s many individuals who have been
“shrouded, hidden, [or] secreted away,” like BoallRg, Horton, or Dare (Truon@itter 292).
While Linda finds a community of outsiders througlading, she maintains her real-life
relationships through writing. Letter writing iS@m that Truong has focused on previously in
her writing, noting it as an interesting device fiaming relationships and allowing for strong
personal voice. Though she does not use the egigtimirm to present the narrativeBitter in
the Mouth the emphasis on letters as an important aspéshd&’s communication is central to
the novel and allows for the discussion of thefieefon her life and relationships. In the notes
for “Kelly,” a short story Truong published in 19%he writes that “[a] letter allows for
anonymity and a safe distance that a phone catiata48). The story, written in epistolary
form, is a letter from a Vietnamese woman namedyTai to her friend Kelly. The letter
recalls the childhood the two shared in the ficigared Boiling Springs, much like the letters
that Linda and Kelly apparently shared during thienle apart in college and Truong’s own
upbringing in North Carolina. Thuy Mai’s letterapparently the first in four years, and Truong
explains that this makes letter writing the ideahat for such a message: “I no longer keep in
touch with my friend but the thought of ever comneating with her again seems so remote that
| am sure it would take the form of some enigmdiinge-standing-still language like the one |

attempted to imagine and to create in the piec). (h other words, the letter is a form that that
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allows time to be fluid, accommodating the remimgand jumping between time that Thuy
Mai does between her childhood self and curremt siebwcasing “the contrast between the two”
as “vibrantly clear in some instances and subttedeaceptive in others” (48). In the letter, text is
able to transcend the time gap in the friends’ camication while still being keenly aware of it.
The letter’s flexibility allows it to work within @arly any context, between strangers,
acquaintances, or the best of friends in formahfarmal language. At the same time, the nature
of letters require them to be tailored to a sped@fidience, whether it is intended for an
individual or a group, and the “writer constructsiatended reader in the text” (Barton and Hall
6). David Barton and Nigel Hall write that “[t]hetter as an object of literary practice is
peculiarly versatile and diverse” for its ability ‘tmediate a huge range of human interactions;
through letters one can narrate experiences, dgmints, describe situations, offer
explanations, give instructions and so on” (1). Eada and Kelly, letters provide their main
method of communication.

Linda’s relationship with Kelly is especially infmced by her synesthesia. Their
friendship lasts because it is primarily text-basaan from a young age. “From the earliest
days of our friendship, we had relied on carefulhitten letters to keep ourselves informed of
our inner lives,” Linda recalls (TruonBjtter 16). The two rarely relied on phone
communication, and when they did, Linda describeg ttonversations as “verbal telegrams,
short, clipped, efficient, and to the point” (134he reliance on letters allows Linda to better
engage with Kelly, without the excess of her syimesia clouding or complicating the
conversations. When she reveals her synestheKiallipin a letter and informs her “that her
name tasted of canned peaches,” Kelly does notiqoeke validity of Linda’s claims or her

sanity (21). She simply asks in the next lettegcled in heavy syrup or their own juice?” (21).
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Her unhesitating acceptance is a comfort to Liatha, Kelly becomes an integral part of
determining how to best manage the synesthesiglimschool, among the myriad of other
academic and social pressures.

Before entering high school, Kelly insists that sihé Linda determine the place they
will assume in the social hierarchy and preparetfdetermining that Linda’s obvious social
group will be with the smart kids, the friends eader to find a way to “stop, or at least
minimize, the ‘incomings,” or the tastes assoalangth verbal speech (21). The desire to reach
her full potential in school comes not so much treaire for great grades, but for a definable
persona to take on in high school and a socialgtouelong to. The two girls experiment with
various strong flavors, including mints and Big Rgo, which prove ineffective at
overpowering her synesthesia. Cigarettes seem toedvick for her: “We decided that | would
smoke in between my classes and that the ling¢aistg of the smoke would easily get me
through the hour-and-fifteen-minute-long class @ési (23). After the afternoon of smoking
together, Linda and Kelly are able to have a lomgversation, enjoying the “rare sound of our
voices commingling” and listening to Dolly Partdheir secret idol (23). The conversation is an
uncommon occurrence between them in a friendsHipaetemostly through writing. Linda’s
difficulty in concentrating in school and havingneersations with people indicates the level of
disconnect her synesthesia forces her to haverbalhgpeech. Being able to speak to someone
without the incomings gives Linda the opportungycbnnect closer with them; instead of the
flavors associated with the words, Linda can pretks tones and inflections in Kelly’s voice,
making her feel close to her friend in both a pbglsand emotional sense simultaneously for the
first time. Writing letters becomes the best meafneplicating the closeness Linda feels to

Kelly during that night’s conversation by assumantgialogical position” in which the two
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“answer questions, paraphrase, [or] use verbatimantified quotations and allusions, thus
always guaranteeing the continuity of the epistothalogue” (Seara 370). In high school, the
friendship “was strictly that of two pen pals,” libe letters were maintained into adulthood
through issues like Kelly’s pregnancy and Linda mgwaway for college (Truonggitter 236).
While Linda and Kelly’s letters were essential e development of their early
friendship, their writing progresses into theimpairy form of communication, maintaining their
friendship through becoming a means of presenhegbcial status quo. While “Kelly soared
into the stratosphere of tow-headed popularityrida assumed a dual role as one of the school’s
smart kids and as a smoker: “My appearance indhed’s designated ‘Smoking Area’ muddled
my school classification. Heretofore | wasn’'t jastmart girl, but the Smartest Girl, which meant
| wasn't a girl at all” (TruongBitter 24). Though these are the groups with which shehasen
to align, Linda feels practically anonymous wittiem both, further marginalized and ignored
by her classmates. She does not seem find a seosmmunity with fellow serious academics,
busy with their studies, and the three smokersideiignore Linda, though she seems to
appreciate this: “I liked them immediately becatis®y made no effort to talk to me” (25). Still,
watching Kelly’s quick rise to popularity annoysida and makes her “feel lonely,” details she
shares in their letters. Their friendship itselEbmes a secret between the two of them, a means
of covertly communicating across the strict sob@lndaries of high school. The epistolary form
has a history of uniting people covertly, from gawn the Antebellum South as studied by Ben
Schiller to a network of gay men that “spanneddbentry” in the mid-28 century, as studied
by Nicholas L. Syrett (140). The letter has thdigbas a private discourse to surmount social
and cultural boundaries in order to diminish déigce or unite those who share it. For Linda and

Kelly, the letters serve as “the cover of nightt fbeir communication, transcending the rigid
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social boundaries of high school and making th@ntiship almost exclusively text-based for
many years: “We understood, without really fullydenstanding, that the words that we wrote to
each other couldn’t have existed in speech” (26)s Torm of communication also allows for
Linda to relay her criticisms to Kelly without imteption or protest. Truong writes in the notes
for “Kelly” that letters “can not be interruptedéiended abruptly by a receiver who no longer
wants to participate in the sharing process. Ateaitrives and can be thrown away but at least
one communicant has already had her say and ticeggof release is complete” (48). Linda
addresses Kelly, critical of her position in theplar crowd and disappointed in her adherence
to the ditzy personality favored by the group. langrites to Kelly, “I know you think you're
happy. But as your best friend | must tell you y@t’re not” (TruongBitter 25). The letter
provides a mediated outlet for such discourseqhattably, as Linda mentions, could not take
place in a face-to-face situation. “A letter argwend can be thrown away but at least one
communicant has already had her say and that mateslease is complete,” Truong writes
(“Kelly” 48).

Overall, Linda and Kelly’s reliance on letters tmmmunication allows their friendship
to survive their tumultuous high school years, Kslpregnancy and subsequent move away
from Boliling Springs, and further physical sepamatirom college into adulthood. They are able
to maintain a candid, if more infrequent, rappadreas Linda tries her hardest to escape Boiling
Springs and Kelly remains firmly rooted there. Larglother relationships are sometimes
negotiated through letters as well, like when BElayper begins traveling: “Baby Harper never
sent me an e-mail, which gave me the great prigilgfigopening up a physical mailbox and
finding his handwriting floating on the other siolea sandy beach or behind the fagade of a

church,” Linda remembers (179). Linda links the sibglity of the letter to a physical closeness
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with Baby Harper himself remarking that “I couldaneny great-uncle hiccupping” as she held
the envelope in her hands (184). Baby Harper aadsher photos and some of the albums he
had compiled over the years, revealing his seifeedt cross-dressing to her through the mail.
He invites a face-to-face discussion, writing thatand Linda “should go through [the
photographs] together,” but he wants “[Linda] teelwith them first, though” (186). As such,
Baby Harper recognizes the ways in which letteth lbeeate and eliminate space between
people. As Isabel Roboredo Seara writes, “therledta space of invocation: it calls upon a
temporally or spacially absent or distant otheB4B While Linda’s letters to Kelly link them
through a spacial absence of separated peer gnolyggh school and later a larger physical gap
when Linda moves to New Haven for college, theslstexchanged with Baby Harper serve a
more complicated purpose. Baby Harper’s letterk bratverse physical space and connect Linda
to a temporally absent Baby Harper, her uncleyasuag adult who is discovering and exploring
expressions of his sexuality. Letters then allomaf@hysical connection that eliminates spacial
absence but also create space that excludes arehpgehe judgment and anxiety that can come
with the gaze and physical interaction. For Babypdg this means a space where he can
comfortably introduce and discuss his lifestylenititnda. In a similar manner, Linda is able to
write letters freely without the judgment of heceashe experiences in everyday life.

Perhaps the most significant letters to Linda's &fe those she did not write or receive.
The end of the novel’s reveal of Linda’s birth pgseand adoption shows that her life has been
negotiated through letters since her childhood. digrificance of the letters between Thomas
and Linda’s birth mother, Mai-Dao lies in theirtsimas a private discourse that becomes public.
Though they are not directly relayed in the telx¢, lietters become public when they are

accessible to readers outside the intended audieaneely DeAnne and Linda. Seara writes that
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“[t]he letter writer demands the addressee’s attehitand builds “subtle networks of sociability”
through the writer and addressee relationship (38dyvever, letters can also open a dialogue
with parties outside this intimate relationshipjffened to a public discourse. As Gilroy and
Verhoeven write, all letters straddle this linglaesy provide correspondence between two
people, but also a historical context that is sigant beyond the sender and recipient (1). When
Thomas presents the letters between himself aneDdaito Baby Harper, his intention is to
preserve a piece of their relationship, but a sgapneffect of his action is that the letters
become a means for Linda to connect with her owtohy. Thomas met and fell in love with
Mai-Dao in college, though she was admittedly elegag a man in her home of South Vietnam.
Thomas wrote letters to Mai-Dao consistently, edenng his courtship with DeAnne. “Mai-
Dao, like a teenage boy, didn't reply,” Linda reksa(Truong Bitter 268). Her letters did not
come until the fall of Saigon on April 30, 1975damelayed the worry Mai-Dao and her husband
had for their families back in South Vietham. Maads letters were not frequent as Thomas
received only eight in total, and they were esplc@ipped when Thomas attempted to help
them directly, stepping into their lives to use ¢usinections to find out about the safety of their
families overseas (275). Mai-Dao’s last letter mded that her husband found the letters from
Thomas, and he “accused her of adultery,” furtinepleasizing the intimate nature of writing
letters, especially between people involved in spamarriages (278). The details that Mai-Dao
shares with Thomas reflect a woman conflicted lation, tradition, and her relationship.
Maureen Ryan writes that for people like Mai-Ddwedge feelings of “[c]hange, loss, [and]
dislocation” are common realities for the Vietnameeeking refuge from war in America (235).
Their value differences, however, are not terrtiferent from those in the American South:

“[t]he centrality of place, family, and the pasttire lives of the traditional Vietnhamese almost
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eerily parallels similar obsessions of southerneuntless imaginative and critical texts about
the South and southern culture,” Ryan writes (28@hugh little is revealed about Mai-Dao, her
letters and the details Thomas shared with DeAhoeer dedication to family and the
struggle to cling to tradition in an American Sedti

Linda’s adoption is negotiated through letters,tha very first letter Thomas wrote
included a telephone number that would providerégtue after the fire that killed her parents.
Found sound asleep in the driveway of a neighbdraater, Linda survived and unknowingly
already possessed the key to her new future: “Tdick&de the pocket of my nightgown were
my passport and the first letter that Thomas hatlteeMai-Dao in Chapel Hill, the one with the
phone number of the blue and gray ranch house hwdtie had never dialed,” Linda relays. “A
Chapel Hill police officer phoned Thomas instegaljtting in motion Linda’s adoption and
introducing her to the only life she remembers (g, Bitter 280).

The letters between Mai-Dao and Thomas are Linolaly connection to a temporally
separate part of herself. As such, the letterseamentextualized from their initial purpose of
connection between writer and addressee to arvfdutstory. Barton and Hall write that the
recontextualization of letters can “take place wietters are moved into other arenas and used
for different purposes” (9). Mai-Dao’s letters aeeontextualized at the end of the novel when
they are presented to Linda as a means of leaafiogt her birth parents, describing the type of
person her mother was, and sharing the detaildatiad her adoption. She is able to finally
identify the source of her hazy first memories ditter taste and disjointed images of a trailer:
“When | was seven, | heard a word that made me tsunidentifiable bitter, and | never forgot
flames cutting through the seams of the trailer éotine sound of footsteps on gravel, then

darkness,” Linda remembers (116). But, she consjd#re trailer on fire might not have
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existed” as there is no evidence other than heromgomtil Linda receives the letters and
discusses the situation with DeAnne (117). Whikel#tters initially serve as a connection
between two people, recontextualization transfatme into a piece of a historical narrative
that is able to reconnect Linda with her past. Viigh adoptive parents agreeing to never discuss
her birth parents, Linda’s discovery of her ownyeahildhood is negotiated primarily through
these texts, grounding the conversation in realtth DeAnne’s commentary to fill in the
blanks. These letters are not revealed directtii¢aeader because of their intimate and personal
nature. Barton and Hall write that the sharing tdteer outside the intended audience established
by the sender is traditionally then mediated thiotige recipient (3-4). Linda discusses the
letters and discloses portions of their conterghesed by DeAnne, but will read and process on
her own terms as a participant in writing and reiogl. Mai-Dao’s letters are not revealed in
detail through direct quotation, as they sit untegton the table near Linda as she concludes the
novel. Their writer and recipient both deceaseédsdhetters are negotiated through DeAnne’s
memories of Thomas reading them to her and heriowatvement with them. They become
Linda’s as part of the recontextualization processying as one of the only accounts of Linda’s
childhood pre-adoption. According to DeAnne, MaieQshares details about her daughter in the
letters, like trips “to the supermarket [to] indelon the American snack foods and sodas that she
had missed so dearly when she was in Saigon” (2&L)inda admits to having no clear
recollections prior to her life with her adoptivarpnts, the documents communicate invaluable
details of Linda’s early life, connecting her wahemporally absent part of herself that she will
be allowed to rediscover.

Ultimately, reading and writing are Linda’s pringaneans of finding belonging in the

South and managing her relationships. The letten f&erves as an essential tool to Linda’s life
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because of its flexible form, allowing it to “shajoentity” and serve “as a way of capturing the
self” while creating social networks between indivals and providing a form of the historical
record (Seara 364). The letter’s ability to tragespacial and temporal distance allows it to serve
a purpose in the present, as Linda’s letter writlngs in her relationships, and the future, as
Mai-Dao and Thomas’ letters do for Linda’s memdrnyaddition to not triggering her
synesthesia, the letter eliminates visual prejigioganifesting the body in non-traditional ways
through handwriting, content, and the physical @neg of the letter. Linda’s strongest and most
enduring relationships are negotiated throughretee to their ability to create physical
connections that are not interfered with by synesthor racial judgment. From Kelly to Baby
Harper to her very connection to her adoptive fgntilnda escapes her synesthesia through
writing, and in turn, establishes and strengthemslb through this practice. In effect, epistolary
form renders Linda’s inner and outer differencessgnificant and manageable, allowing her to
create a space for herself in which she no longgsflike an outsider. The letters allow her the
anonymity that Truong refers to (“Kelly” 48), thbikty to escape difference, and the means to

traverse spacial and temporal separation.
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