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Abstract of the Dissertation

Reading into Race: Unsettled Reading and the Penfimance of “Race”
by
Julie Burton Swift
Doctor of Philosophy
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English
Stony Brook University

December 2010

Reading, “race,” and the primary productive link between the two—perfaitgatiare
the subject of this dissertation. By reading the formative discourse of phrenologthaakbgy,
as well as nineteenth-century textbooks which teach reading, | suggestd comthich
reading operates as an expressive framework for the problematicseof “raconsidering
selected works of Edgar Allan Poe, Frederick Douglass, Harriet Jaoolbideaman Melville, |
examine the uses to which reading is put, not only to elaborate, but to perform “rgce.” B
looking at “unsettled” reading—breakdowns of reading, failures to read, readibgsaba
unaccountable to the text—I emphasize the unsettled and unsettling aspeatingf aed
readers, particularly with regard to race. For, these very disquietudes ptotéesmost
revealing about the relationship of reading to “race.” In these places, Whés=ams” of
reading show, “race” is revealed to be a constructed concept rather thanttinal™ogality
nineteenth-century ethnology claimed it to be.

This dissertation will strive to walk a middle road between the text-basedresmée
more traditional reader-response critics, and the more recent work ofsad@porists, in an
attempt to prioritize acts of reading performed within the text as modedadihg which operate

on actual readers and reading communities. “Reading into Race” interrogétesgitieh



problematize reading/interpretation. By studying the forms this prolitshakes, as well as
the historical context in which it functions, the dissertation will suggest ans#heof reading
reading that incorporates many of the textual concerns of reader-resptasencvhile uniting
them with the historical context of reception theory, yet without focusingsxely on
reception by reading communities. Incorporating the notion of performatiiitgllow us to
reconceptualize reading, not simply as a function of the text, nor solegea®fstrategies
employed by discrete reading communities. Instead, my argumentsirectagures of the
texts that materialize “race” through reading strategies the meadel and challenge.
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Introduction

“...the whole argument in defence of slavery, becomes utterly worthéesmoment the African is
proved to be equally a man with the Anglo-Saxon. The temptation thereforad tiheeNegro out of the
human family is exceedingly strong ..." —Frederick Douglass, “TasnSlof the Negro
Ethnologically Considered” (1854)

In July of 1854, Frederick Douglass gave the commencement address at Westeve Re
College in Hudson, Ohio. In that same year, Josiah Nott and George Gliddon published the
polygenesis handbooKypes of Manking1l854) which claims that Africans and Europeans
form distinct and different species of humans. Douglass’s speech at the ctilleg Claims of
the Negro Ethnologically Considered,” examines the grounds of the polygenasisnaaiely,
that the African-American is not human, or not equally human. A superb orator andlcultur
analyst, Douglass spoke feelingly and cogently about the developing figlthofagy and its
claims to “scientific’ neutrality:

The evils most fostered by slavery and oppression, are precisely those which
slaveholders and oppressors would transfer from their system to the inherent
character of their victims. Thus the very crimes of slavery become skabest
defence. By making the enslaved a character fit only for slavery, thegeexc
themselves for refusing to make the slave a freeman. A wholesale method of
accomplishing this result, is to overthrow the instinctive consciousness of the
common brotherhood of man. For, let it be once granted that the human race are
of multitudinous origin, naturally different in their moral, physical, and

intellectual capacities, and at once you make plausible a demand for,classes
grades and conditions, for different methods of culture, different moral, political,
and religious institutions, and a chance is left for slavery, as a necessary
institution. The debates in Congress on the Nebraska Bill during the past winter
will show how slaveholders have availed themselves of this doctrine in support of
slaveholding. There is no doubt that Messrs. Nott, Glidden [sic], Morton, Smith,
and Agassiz were duly consulted by our slavery propagating statesmen. (485)

! Frederick Douglass, “The Claims of the Negro Ethgiwally Considered.” 1854Racial Thought in America:
From the Puritans to Abraham LincolBd. Louis Ruchames. Amherst: U of Mass P, 1968B-92.



Douglass’s analysis uncovers a process whereby scientific racfgst produced and then used

as a rationale for slavery, but also as evidence for the accuracy of ettimolagns. As

Douglass suggests, the “rationale” scientific racism provided to proponentserfydiad

tremendous use-value to the extent that scientific backing of slaveowmetseldlusion of truth

to their insistence on African-American inferiority.

What is at issue here, which Douglass knew full well, is the production of knowledge—

how knowledge is made, how knowledge and power interact and how powerful sigrkéers li

“truth”, “science,” and “Nature” can radically transform the terraithef questions under

discussion. The above signifiers had become so saturated with meaning that tochbningad

conversation was to bring a host of other associations and significances totheatodists,

whom Douglass called “pretenders to science,” assert the veracity aketearch under the

heading of “Science” and claim to be discerning natural truths. Douglasslieson an

appeal to Nature to make his case:
The horse bears [the Negro] on his back—admits his mastery and dominion. The
barnyard fowl know his step, and flock around to receive their morning meal from
his sable hand. The dog dances when he comes home, and whines piteously when
he is absent. All these know that the Negro is a MAN. Now, presuming that what
is evident to beast and to bird, cannot need elaborate argument to be made plain to
men, | assume, with this brief statement, that the Negro is a man. (Rsch@ine
emphasis in original)

Douglass uses self-evidence as the grounds for his assertion that “the NegiN5-aNature,

the animals, know and recognize humanity.

But apart from the scores of specific instances during the nineteenthyoeht these
signifiers are used, the larger issue of how they operate on the questionsuzbatistat play.

How do such forceful signifiers transform the conversations in which they eldt@s?do such

signifiers work within a network of related signifiers and practices tcerstrkictures or



frameworks of knowledge? How do these structures of knowledge operate? Whaifforms
knowledge do they authorize or exclude? What kinds of intellectual inquiry areteérorit
perceivable in a particular framing of knowledge? And, ultimately, how dessipe
frameworks operate, not only to cast an inquiry in a particular direction, but totetengie very
grounds upon which inquiry is made, the very grounds of what constitutes knowledge and
knowing?

Douglass’s speech probes precisely into these questions of how knowledge is made, and
the dynamic between power and knowledge. In the epigraph above, drawn fromsBsugla
speech at Western Reserve, Douglass speaks of the multiple—political | csidtcia,
intellectual, even philosophical—exclusions of African-Americans astémegtation . . . toead
the Negro out of the human family” (Ruchames 484; my emphasis). Douglass’s wioed artb
his framing of the issue of African-American exclusion as an activitgarling are not mere
linguistic happenstance, but the isolation of reading as a powerful signifier cohversation
about “race.” This constellation of the concepts of reading, “race,” and ppaiet to the
centrality of reading as a key expressive framework for the elao@iti‘race” through
ethnological discourse and nineteenth-century discussions of race morelgererabellum
discourse uses the concept of reading in both its theoretical and practicatsasta structure
of “race,” an observation which Douglass’s speech highlights and compli¢eszing that,
for the Christian, the question of polygenesis revolves considerably around intenpreft#te
Bible, Douglass emphasizes that it is not only the specific content of thetl#abls at stake but
the status of the Bible as “sacred Book” and as “record of the early historgndédnd”
(Ruchames 483). Thus, Douglass’s speech underscores the importance of reading and

interpretation as well as the status of books as material and cultural abjgesineteenth-



century. Moreover, Douglass draws attention to the “bearing of the question, ki sta
involved in the production and dissemination of knowledge(s).

Reading, “race,” and the primary productive link between the two—perfasitgatiare
the subject of this dissertation. By reading the formative discourse of phrenntbgthaology,
as well as nineteenth-century textbooks which teach reading, | will begiggest a context in
which reading operates as an expressive framework for the problematiaseaf “In
considering selected works of Edgar Allan Poe, Frederick Douglass, Haoodis) and Herman
Melville, 1 will examine the uses to which reading is put, not only to elaboratég petrform
“race.” | want to suggest the indivisibility of “race” and reading in antamediscourse and
uncover the ways that reading and “race” each represent highly contestex sdeial,
political, and cultural disruption. By looking at “unsettled” reading—breakdowns diiga
failures to read, readings that prove unaccountable to the text—I emphasize ttheduaise
unsettling aspects of reading and readers, particularly with regard toFacehese very
disquietudes promise to be most revealing about the relationship of reading to fratteebe
places, where the “seams” of reading show, “race” is revealed to be an unetat@pt rather
than the “natural” quality nineteenth-century ethnology claimed it to be.

The particular, historical form(s) of “race” produced in America fromctiienial
timeframe through the Civil War, relied on the work of multiple theorists of vageking from
perspectives more or less scientific and from postures more or less idtei@stesequently,
modern scholars of “race” can explore the concept through any of a number ohtlidféreal
stances useful in understanding how “race” works. The avenue of inquiry pursued dstermine
large part, the destination achieved. With this recognition fully in mind, | argtiesding

must be foregrounded in our examination of “race.” To allow reading to slip into the



background of such discussions, to allow reading to remain unexamined, and its constititive
in the structure of “race” to go unremarked, is to continue to remain enthralle@lditisto
authorize naturalized productions of “race.” Yet, by reading into “race 0migtin the real-life
interactions of historically-situated persons, but also in the discourse \Wwhmfized “race,” we
can begin to appreciate the structure of “race” as a cultural productylariigénced by the

print technologies of the antebellum era and the supercharged notion of literacy.

Methodology: Reading and History

Despite its unexamined status in most popular usage, and, indeed, even in most
educational contexts, the term and practice of reading is an historicpéiypient and culturally-
specific concept. Like most forms of knowledge production, reading creates the illusion of
permanence and fixity, as if, to say “reading” is to mean precisely theetbamg in each cultural
and historical moment. Yet, to study “reading” in antebellum America is to agampractice

which has a history beginning long before the timeframe under discussion and cortinging

2 Historians have pursued, over the years, multipferoaches to studying literacy: researching eihre
institutions (Cremin and Bailyn), estimating theex of literacy (Monaghan), writing the “historythe book” by
examining what was read, particularly by ordinagders (Darnton, Gilmore, and Armory), and mostméy,
studying the history of audience reception. THio¥ang is a brief selection of texts from thesgeagaches. My
own work relies mostly on “history of the book” starship. See B. Bailyriducation in the Forming of American
Society: Needs and Opportuniti€€hapel Hill, NC: Institute of Early American Hisy and Culture, 1960); L. A.
Cremin,American Education: The Colonial Experience, 16083.(New York: Harper & Row, 1970); --

. American Education: The National Experience, 178386L(New York: Harper & Row, 1980); --American
education: The Metropolitan Experience, 1876-198w York: Harper & Row, 1988); E. Jennifer Monagh
“Literacy instruction and gender in colonial Newdtand.” Reading in America: Literature and social histdgg.
Cathy Davidson. (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Umsity Press, 1989). 53-80; Robert Darnton, “Wisathke
History of Books?”Reading in Americ&d. Davidson 27-52; William Gilmor&eading Becomes a Necessity of
Life: Material and Cultural Life in Rural New Erayid, 1780-183%Knoxville: U of Tennessee P, 1989); see,
especially, Amory, H., & Hall, D.D., edsA History of the Book in America. Vol. 1: The CaédiBook in the
Atlantic World.(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press & Thaekican Antiquarian Society, 2000); Robert
Gross and Mary Kelley, edA. History of the Book in Americ&ol. 2: An Extensive Republic: Print, Culture, and
Society in the New Nation, 1790-184Ghapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 2010); ScGasper, Jeffrey Groves,
Stephen Nissenbaum, and Michael Winship, Addistory of the Book in America. Vol. 3: Theusttial Book,
1840-1880 (Chapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 2007).



after, up to this very day and beyond. What the nineteenth century meant by “readingichad m
to do with the print technology and distribution available at the time, the democratipatye
of Jacksonian era politics, the development of the common school, and the cultural values
reading promoted and represente@ihus, the meaning(s) of a term like “reading” is dependent
on various kinds of technological, political, economic, and cultural factors. Nor does it
meaning(s) remain stable or constant as these factors shift. Moreover, ioreidits more
practice-based meanings, the term “reading” operates on a conceptyadewvell. “Reading”
indicates not only the process whereby written texts are decoded, but also sigrsficance of
cultural attitudes toward literacy (itself an historically spedd#irm and anachronistic to the early
nineteenth century) and education. When we investigate “reading,” we musttaecept
complexity of the term and its inter-related and overlapping meaningsefdtes analysis of
reading in antebellum America must necessarily involve some unraveliagdihg's intricate
network of meanings and functions.

We should consider specifically: the act of reading itself (what, prgcteel act of
reading was understood to be), the process of reading (how the act of readingotvesd)r the
instruction of reading (how reading was taught and for what purposes), and hastiynction(s)

of the concept of reading (how reading “worked” in a cultural sense). Such study would not

% See Gross and Kelley, edsHistory of the Book in Americ¥ol. 2: An Extensive Republi€asper, et. al., eda.
History of the Book in America. Vol. 3: The Inudliad Book For information on improvements in technologye,se
Michael Winship, “Manufacturing and Book ProductibrA History of the Book in America: The Industriadk
Eds. Casper, et al.; Daniel Walker Howghat God Hath Wrought: The Transformation of Aceril815-1848
(New York: Oxford UP, 2007); Ronald Zboray, “Antdlum Reading and the Ironies of Technological
Innovation,”Reading in America: Literature and Social Historgd. Cathy Davidson. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
UP, 1989) 180-200; for the spread of print andtulture: see, John TebbAlHistory of Book Publishing in the
United States: The Creation of an Industry, 16868vol. 1 (New York: R. R. Bowker, 1972); Frank Lath

Mott, American Journalism: A History, 1690-19@0ew York: Macmillan, 1962); William Charvdtjterary
Publishing in America, 1790-185@hila.: U of Pennsylvania P, 1959); for the giowt literacy: see, Lee Soltow
and Edward Steven$he Rise of Literacy and the Common School in thieed States: A Socioeconomic Analysis
to 1870(Chicago: Chicago UP, 1981) 58-88; Harvey J. fiidfe Literacy Myth: Literacy and Social Structumne i
the Nineteenth-Century CitfNew York: Academic P, 1979). xiv-17.



exhaust all of the possible, or, indeed, relevant meanings of “reading,” nor woujchitde
address the concept of the reader or the historicity of individual, actuatgeagdiditionally, we
must keep in mind the artificiality of separating out these related ngsaand practices from
each other. Part of reading’s efficacy as a cultural concept, in additionuondgteh as an
intellectual act, is owing to this web of meanings and practices. To try t@éitregm from
each other, even for the sake of analysis, is, at best, artificial, and, atdistosting. Yet,
despite the difficulties posed by analysis, following (at least) thesef@mues of inquiry will
repay our efforts. By examining what “reading” is and does in nineteenth c&manyca, we
can begin to uncover its operation in the representative framework of “race’s aol iin
“race’s” naturalization. “Reading” was used to figure “race.” Exactly halid so and why it
did so are the questions which motivate this dissertation.

In the pages of this dissertation, | have tried to incorporate as manyadfdire analytics
of reading as possible, yet in each of the chapters, certain conceroghiseédap and others
settle into the background. For instance, my argument in chapter one is thaj feaded a
structure for the representation and performance of “race.” Heré¢ol éxamine how the
concept of reading worked to naturalize the notion of “race” produced by phrenokogical
ethnological discourse. To do this, | foreground certain assumptions about the scayssi
operates in a culture and, most consequently, about the ways we, as chitiascgas to the
consequences of that discourse. That is, how do we gather and evaluate evidence of how
discourse works in a particular historical context? What counts as evidence and wha
methodologies do we use to interpret what we find? Here, | read the operation of #pEscohc
“race” and “reading” from the discourse itself. |look, not so much at theoradif

historically-situated, individual readers, (whose reading performancésgety impossible to




recoup through the distance of time), but at the formal properties of published and tnegublis
letters, phrenological tracts, and ethnological texts to uncover both what yhelyosd reading
and race and at the unarticulated, but structuring notions of reading and race whitthprope
articulated concepts of the texts. In so doing, | interpret the ways thdlieriselves produce a
notion of the reader, similar to Wolfgang Iser’s formulation of the “indpteader.” My
uncovering of the readegmbedded within a text is crucial to the ways | interpret and describe
the operation of this discourse, both for what this analysis includes and for whaeg tait.
History itself and the notion of historicism with regard to reading as dedaiisk
practiced by reception theorists James Machor, Steven Mailloux, Stephem Raliliip
Goldstein, and Janice Radway, among others, has been crucial to this studyioRdueptsts
work to study readers and reading from an historical perspective and focuseffiectseof texts
for reading communities. Their work is informed by the recognition that realimg & stable
process, but one that develops over time in specific ways, and one, moreover, that is

ideologically informed. Steven Mailloux points to the importance of histocmatext in

* See Wolfgang Isef,he Implied ReadgBaltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1974). Iser’s ootof the implied reader
varies from the concept of an ideal reader initifatuses less on a hypothetical reader derivenh fieatures of the
text and more on the features themselves to istiatéstructure of effects” which produces an iragdlreader. The
implied reader is produced as a function of theé tex

® Reader-response criticism has been rightly cribfor a totalizing, yet limited notion of “the”ader. Early
reader-response critics often turned to the tegtfito examine the act of reading, rather thatiéoexperiences of
actual readers. Within the text, they found carcdtons of a hypothetical reader whose processdetsmined
largely through textual cues. The hypotheticatieBramplicit in much literary criticism is sometimealled the
ideal reader. Reader-response critics soughtplage this unexamined notion of the ideal readén aimore
thoughtful one. Among the multiple formulationsaofypothetical reader by various reader-respdresarists are
Iser’s “implied reader,” Stanley Fish’s “informeéader,” and Jonathan Culler’s “competent” readgach of these
formulations refer to a hypothetical reader, auaktonstruct, not an embodied actual reader.mioracing the
useful analytical concept of a hypothetical reademder-response critics have sometimes fallentoraydangerous
reductivism in their work. That is, they come étyrtoo heavily on the textual features of the taxtler discussion
(including its “ideal reader”) and neglect to calesithe historical acts of reading by actual read@d also the
degree to which the very practice of reading ilfitsistorically-determined. This double flattegiof reading to the
complete or virtual exclusion of historical contéxa valid critique of reader-response criticishiave tried to
avoid this reductivism by keeping the historicahtaxt in play in my analyses. See ISEne Implied Reader
Stanley FishSelf-Consumingrtifacts (Berkeley: U of California P, 1972).; and JormattCuller,Structuralist
Poetics (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1975).



reconstructing the ideological underpinnings which structure any act ohgedthen we

focus only on the text, an author’s intention, or the reader’s interpretive conventionge is the
a strong tendency to view interpretation as a private reading experiencengwoily an
independent text (and author) and an individual reader. Many foundationalist theori@estgive i
this temptation and compound the mistake by completely ignoring the sociopaclintakt in
which interpretation takes place” (S0Mailloux asserts the ideological significance of acts of
interpretation: “interpretation functions repeatedly as a politicallyasted act of persuasion”
(50).

Given the persuasive, politically consequential effects of reading, thestdissn will
strive to walk a middle road between the text-based concerns of more tradittasatesponse
critics, and the more recent work of reception theorists, in an attempt to peiacts of reading
performed within the text as models of reading which operate on actual readeeading
communities. This path cannot be realized, however, without a significant awareness of
historical context and response from historically-situated readers. &wopex one such
productive revision is James Machor’s refinement of Wolfgang Iser’sctemssic reader-
response tenet: the reader as a function of the text. Machor speaks, insteaccader as a
strategy of the text: “Since the reader’s role always depends upon irdBopreteader-response
criticism, in dealing with the dynamics of response, needs to stop talking abouptisel
reader as a function of the text and to begin looking at the way a specificrdetjofative
strategies ascribes to a text functions, directions, and values that sér@doasis for attendant

inferences about the reader’s role. Doing so would not cashier the concepingblibd reader

® Stephen MaillouxReception Histories: Rhetoric, Pragmatism, and Acaa Cultural Politics(Ithaca: Cornell
UP, 1998).



but would redefine that textual strategy as a heuristic of interpretivegaratpproaching the
dynamics of reading as a historically constituted activity thus would erEmining the ways
particular interpretive communities conceptualize the implied readertafyar texts and their
reasons for doing so” (Machor 346-47)n other words, we need to look to the interpretive
conventions of specific reading communities, like, for instance, literargs;rdr as Machor’s
examines, nineteenth-century literary reviewers, in order to discern éngretations that get
promoted as features of the text. Machor asks us to acknowledge the constructedhedsxdf “t
itself,” and to realize that there is no valid appeal to a neutral, primary tepemdient of
reader’s readings. Machor’s insight, by definition, argues for the apfiligatbia text’s
historical reception, but it also begs us to take his thoughtful argument furtherdigdertation
focuses on texts which problematize reading/interpretation. By studyingrthe this
problematics takes, as well as the historical context in which it functions sgextdtion will
suggest another way of reading reading that incorporates many of the texiceins of reader-
response criticism while uniting them with the historical context of receptenry, yet without
focusing exclusively on the reception of reading communities. Incorporatimgtioa of
performativity will allow us to reconceptualize reading, not simply as aibmof the text, nor
solely as a set of strategies employed by discrete reading comsuhistead, my arguments
recognize features of the texts that materialize “race” throemthmg strategies the texts model
and challenge.

In important ways, reading is not only informed by, but produced within an historical
moment. Chapter one will examine the practice of reading in antebellum schodie andcess

of reading taught through nineteenth-century textbooks. Chapter two consideactiens of

" James Machor, “Fiction and Informed Reading in\ENineteenth-Century America.Nineteenth-Century
Literature 47.3 (Dec. 1992): 320-48.
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actual readers of Poele Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pyas read through the novel’s reviews
in nineteenth-century literary magazines and also examines the texegard to
contemporaneous events, such as the Nat Turner rebellion, to understand thercastiekt i
Poe composed and his readers egiech Chapter three and the conclusion each consider texts
with substantial, inescapable groundings in history. Chapter three looks eti¢gk&buglass’s
autobiographies and Harriet Jacobs’s slave narrative. Because these sasfinaccounts of
historical events at the same time they revise historical happeningstimgwrem into literary
forms, they pose patrticularly ripe areas of consideration for examininggestt “race” in
historical context. The conclusion focuses on Melvilgénito Cerenpa text based on Amasa
Delano’sA Narrative of Voyages and Travels in the Northern and Southern Hemisph&t&s.
Melville revises this source text in consequential ways varying the hatadcount for his own
purposes. In each of my text-based analyses | have tried to incorporate ef sensext, the
degree to which a text itself and all of the functions/strategies welmeagyh texts—author,
reader, genre—are constructed in and through their moment in history. By resaligyg af
discourses—periodicals, phrenological marketing tracts, “scientifignsa letters, and literary
texts—I examine instances of this context, fully aware that it is not pessibkcreate the sum
total context in which this discourse originally functioned. Nonetheless, sguat antebellum
texts discussed in this dissertation into, however partial, an historical tbhatekeen important
to me and to the concepts of reading and “race” | study and hope to articulate.

Essential to my notion of reading and readers is the view of readers and thg teayli
engage in largely as constructs of an historically-situated and informed textis, Ti@ncede a
great deal of the process and practice of reading to the text itself, ancotwarsismore

generally, as apart from the conscious activity of a reading subject, hodesegibed. Yet, | do
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not regard reading as entirely a textual product, or the product of an hisyesadific

discourse which constructs the reading subject. The embodiment of reading intiacéual
bound, physical human bodies should not be downplayed. However variously the process of
reading is conceived or activated in different moments of history, it occurs thadugman

body, which is not to say that this body itself is not also conceived through hisyevenahnt
discourse. The intersection of the text and the activation of reading within thd lbadyd

argue, is the space of performance. The notion of the “performative” aditiiatl. L.
Austin’sHow to Do Things With Word4955) and reanimated by Judith Butlégender
Trouble(1990) andBodies That Matte(1993), as well as Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s work,
particularly, Touching Feeling2003), influence and shape the ways | view reading, race and the
bodies thatloreading and “race” in their particular, historical moménts.

The notion of performativity employed by Judith Butler, Eve Sedgwick and others to
interrogate the dynamics of gender and sexuality is a potent concept heo#iess a way of
theorizing bodies as they engage in acts which establish the major parametkishbwe mark
identity, such as gender and sexuality, but also race, class, ableness, and elje Thew
concept of the performative is useful in this study because it createga betiveen the
concepts of reading that operate within a culture and the actual bodies whichiarthagect of
reading. By studying the forms of reading in nineteenth century discoursanwmcover
reading’s role in the performance of “race.” In other words, we can examineshding

contributes to the materialization in the body of a particular set of peacbeliefs, and

8 See J. L. Austirtiow to Do Things With Wordsl955. (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1975); JudittiéuGender
Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Ider{titgw York: Routledge, 1990); ButldBpdies That Matter: On
the Discursive Limits of “Sex(New York: Routledge, 1993); Eve Kosofsky Seddwibouching Feeling: Affect,
Pedagogy, PerformativitfDurham: Duke UP, 2003).
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assertions, known collectively as “race.” “Race” is a performativegmaéring its
consequences in the moment of its doing.

It is worth noting here the distinction between the concept of performatmpoged in
this project and the notion of performance, more generally. The perforngtaseButler
details, both dramatic and non-referential, meaning that it is not langimcie simply
describes, but language that acts. In the context of bodies that perform laagisatee theory
of “performativity” broadens the concept of the performative to uncover the wmgs siven
non-linguistics signs like, gesture, movement, bodies themselves, matemajzerform
aspects of ideology and culture in the process of being or doing. This notion is salbstant
different from a concept of performance as theatricality or draisiticln theatrical contexts,
performance is seen as a representation in time of a particular chaeetey, or dialogue, but it
is primarily understood as a fictional representation. Performativity, ootllee hand, is
precisely not an act that can be described as a representation. Insteadotimaidee
constitutes in the moment of performance. Bodies materialize ideology atsasip@e self,
often in the form of those features of identity we think of as “natural,” like geseeuality, and
race. Theatricality and dramatic play involve conscious imitation, themngeof a literal or
figurative “mask.” The theory of performativity, in contrast, insists$ thea mask is us, that
identity is “tenuously constituted in time,” “instituted through a stylizedtriqe of acts”
(Butler)? The distinction between the theory of performativity and the commonsense concept of
performance is crucial then to the recognition of the materialization obigieol particular
cultural forms, whether those forms are bodies themselves or the categouss twecompose

identity. In this dissertation, | will examine scenes in texts likeinfstance, the shaving scene

® Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Citngbn: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feministar.”
Theatre Journa#0.4 (1988) : 519-31.
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from Melville’s Benito Cerenpthat include theatricality, but | want to maintain the conceptual
difference between performativity and theatricality. Though a pedtive may partake of

theatricality, to uncover ideology’s constitutive function, we cannot collapge/the

“Race”

The early nineteenth century produced a substantial discourse elaboratogdépt of
“race.” Particularly in the slaveholding South, “race” was a term whose popualdéneoretic
meanings were in flux. The earlier discourse tends toward an understandiagedfds type.

As the century progresses, a more “scientific” vision of “race” repldgesarlier view and spurs
a new kind of racism “sanctioned” by “science.” Researchers like S#&beoetie Morton,

Josiah Nott, George Gliddon, and Louis Agassiz formed what became known as thecéAmeri
School” of Ethnology. They argued that dark-skinned peoples were biologicatipiritelight-
skinned people and constituted a separate species, the result of a distinct ciatewver,

their blackness indicated their intellectual, spiritual, emotional, and cuttegaineration.
“Blackness” and “whiteness” were constructed as antithetical, oft@gngen a Biblical
justification. Much of this theorizing about “race” is produced in response to a andial
cultural need to justify in some way the increasingly strained systemtbélcslavery. With the
South’s economic engine fueled by slavery, the monetary consequences of abolition would be
great. Economic motives surely contributed to the increasing dogmatisniabtimaories as the
century progressed, but the growing popularity of the abolition movement, an increase in s
insurrection and abolitionist activity, and increases in runaways, createchbamnd ethical

imperative to justify slavery, as well. Cultural and popular notions of “radestantially

14



influence the “science” of “race” that gets produced during the nineteenthycemtus
“science,” in turn, influences popular concepts of “race” and racial differen

Because nineteenth-century race theory operated through the polarizatiotecdnwehi
black, I'm going to limit my investigation of “race” in this dissertatiorfwhiteness” and
“blackness.” These two opposing categories play off of one another and imerecspace of
reading. The methodological decision to limit the terms of analysis to “blekaned
“whiteness” risks reinforcing the boundaries between the perceived categorat least,
continuing to define and analyze literature produced by African-Anreand European-
American authors within the limited parameters of blackness and whitesressntribute to the
persistence of these categories. Nonetheless, this is the analytidalvplathoose precisely
because of the codifiying effects of “race” on reading practices. FangwestinTo Wake the
Nations(1993), Eric Sundquist illustrates that only certain, authorized visions of “aaee”
visible, or, | would suggest, readable, because readers do not read with stietpgmestheir
own, culturally-derived ways of knowing. “[R]eaders and literary criti8sindquist writes, “ . .
. are likely to misperceive and misunderstand the signs generated by andthal ttatition
when they force unfamiliar signs into familiar and hence potentially inapptepaaadigms
drawn from their own experience; or when they ignore features that seem inconsgéquenti
perhaps even antagonistic or nonsensical, to theni® (B)us, readers may not only misconstrue
texts from outside their own cultural tradition, such as across racial tnethey may fail to
register unfamiliar signs altogether.

Toni Morrison, on the other hand, takes a slightly different tack in insisting on thel crucia

centrality of blackness to the white, literary imaginationPlaying in the Dar1993), she

19 Eric J. SundquisiTo Wake the Nations: Race in the Making of Amerldgerature (Cambridge: Belknap P,
1993).
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demonstrates how blackness, or “Africanism,” serves as a cultural reedptaghite fears:

“The fabrication of an Africanist persona is reflexive; an extraordinaditateon on the self; a

powerful exploration of the fears and desires that reside in the writerly cossess. Itis an

astonishing revelation of longing, of terror, of perplexity, of shame, of magitgnilt requires

hard worknotto see this” (Morrison 17; italics in original) The invisibility Sundquist details,

Morrison would argue, is a fiction supporting a white “master narrative” of Ameness:
Explicit or implicit, the Africanist presence informs in compelling and
inescapable ways the texture of American literature. . . . Even, and especially
when American texts are not “about” Africanist presences or characters or
narrative or idiom, the shadow hovers in implication, in sign, in line of
demarcation. . . . As a metaphor for transacting the whole process of
Americanization, while burying its particular racial ingredients, Airgcanist
presence may be something the United States cannot do without. Deep within the
word “American” is its association with race. . . . American means white, and
Africanist people struggle to make the term applicable to themselves with
ethnicity and hyphen after hyphen after hyphen. (46=47)

For Morrison, then, Africanism is constitutive to the American textual self.cAMaot read,

without reading in black and white, without witnessing the unacknowledged shaping iafafenc

‘race.”

Thus far, | have used the term “race” without making explicit my own undenstpatli

its meaning. There is no biological basis for racial distinction. As such, whegytabout

“race,” we are really talking about the development of an idea through histarly ands had

profoundly real and tragic effects on the lives of some people, while producing egahliyd

beneficial effects on the lives of others. Racial difference is only magpéaa“natural.” This

paper argues that reading functioned in such a way as to participate in this procakmgf

Y Toni Morrison,Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literaryagimation (New York: Vintage Books,
1993).

2 bid.
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“race” seem natural—biologically-based and indicative of essentialatbasdics. Henry Louis
Gates, Jr. describes the function of “race” well when he calls it a “dangeopes used for
social, political, and economic purposes'fszates’s description of “race” as a trope calls
attention to the textual production of “race,” yet we must also remain alegde's” effects in
people’s lives. Melissa Nobles explains it succinctly when she sagse § not something that
language simply describes, it is something that is created through larepdstitutional
practices. As a discourse, race creates and organizes human differgulggally
consequential ways” (12).1 have placed “race” within quotation marks thus far in this
introduction to indicate the tenuous nature of the concept and the degree to whicls“race”
produced through behavior and practice, as much as through ideas or beliefs. Siensg bec
reading the repetition of quotation marks becomes tiresome for a longer grajéidgrgo their
use throughout the paper, but | will retain the contingency of the concept and tbaessgaof

race’s production in the moment of use.

Unsettled Reading

My focus on “unsettled reading” in antebellum texts is meant to probe depictions

failed or unsettling communication between author and reader or failed/wmgsietbrpretation

between reader and text. The phrase signifies the disturbing consequeareesngf when the

13 Gates, Henry Louis Jr. “Writing ‘Race’ and thefBience It Makes.™Race,” Writing, and Difference Ed.
Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1986

14 Melissa NoblesShades of Citizenship: Race and the Census in Mditics (Stanford: Stanford UP, 2000).
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topic is “race,” but also points to the critical imperative of recognitieghistorically-dependent
forms that reading takes. Reading itself is unsettled, unstable, contingemicéss.

As a concept, reading is also powerfully resonant in antebellum culture. Reading
operates in more ways than it would seem in the vision of reading as quiety sxidhange
between reader and bokReading functions as a framework of ra€m a connotative level,
reading was tied to the concept of literacy in all its progressive, natiatidgugignificance and,
therefore, conferred a powerful authority on written texts and their alolttansform and
educate a nation. The notion of reading worked in a palpable way—suggestingsumaoiec
and cultural advancement at the same time it conveyed the authority of Westeimgle It
became an extraordinarily expressive tool for authors looking to translat@eleencepts into a
popular vocabulary. Not only did the concept of reading offer such a vocabulary, but it also
offered an unigue combination of attributes. Readings’s simultaneously famdigeg
rarified, form, provided an ideal pattern in which to construct new knowledges. pesssixe
tropes could compare to reading’s ability to be both familiar to a widespread@udied also
occupy a highly respected space of cultural authority.

Reading racial or cultural difference is fraught with difficulty hessmareaders must learn
to read by a new standard, must learn to recognize as significant diffeteat sggns. Readers

must alter their received “rules of notice,” to use Peter Rabinowitplaeatory phrase, that

'3 ouis Althusser’s insight in “Ideology and Ideologl State Apparatuses” that some institutions tikeefamily,
religion, and education are made to seem privat®o+ideological in order to conceal the pervasdgsnof
ideology and state power is applicable to the cpnoéreading, as well (144). Reading, thereftg@ot so much a
denizen of either the public or private domaing,ibinstead a form of ideological recognition teatves to
convince readers of their own autonomy. Althussgrlains: “you and | arelways alreadysubjects, and as such
constantly practice the rituals of ideological rgaition, which guarantee for us that we are indemttrete,
individual, distinguishable and (naturally) irrepdaable subjects. The writing | am currently exexuand the
reading you are currently performing are also is thspect rituals of ideological recognition” (172). See Louis
Althusser, “ldeology and Ideological State Appasati Notes Towards an InvestigatidnLenin and Philosophy
and Other EssaysTrans. Ben Brewster. New York: Monthly Reviepl®71. 127-86.
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generic and conventional code by which readers know which aspects of a text shoatkebbe
and which can be ignorétl Reading is not done in a vacuum of value. Reading always remains
informed by the reading strategies a culture or particular interpegimenunity teaches. In
“Reading Ourselves: Toward a Feminist Theory of Reading,” Patrocomaesckart argues
that an “androcentric canon generates androcentric interpretivgygsdtehat women are,
essentially, trained to identify with male characters, male plots, meiguints in the course of
reading canonized, masculinist texts (45)n other words, women are taught to read as men.
Toni Morrison makes a similar point whehe contends that African-American readers undergo
a similar oppression in being trained to read from the white perspectiv& (&8)Schweickart
demonstrates with regard to gender and Morrison applies to race, readegs tleay are taught
to read. The “rules of notice,” are derived from assumptions about what is valuabteyhilert
essential. “Value,” “worth,” and “essence” are not fixed categories, butloakare, as Michel
Foucault would assert, actively and culturally produced. In this way, readimgscapably a
manifestation of ideology. Yet reading’s action with regard to ideology is redtcasnscribed
as it may seem. Reading can operate to reinforce dominant ideologies or it cad twerasist
or forge alternate ideologies.

| will use the term “reading” in at least three ways. First, I'll usading” as a verb to
refer to the process of scanning to make sense of written and non-written igatd.td place

emphasis on the experiential quality of this practice. That is, in this comety ko think

16 See Peter RabinowitBefore Reading: Narrative Conventions and thetisliof Interpretation(Ithaca: Cornell
UP, 1987).

7 patricinio Schweickart, “Reading Ourselves: TaharFeminist Theory of ReadingGender and Reading:
Essays on Readers, Texts, and Contektss. Elizabeth Flynn and Patricinio SchweickgBaltimore: Johns
Hopkins UP, 1986) 31-62.

18 Morrison, Toni. Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literanafsination New York: Vintage Books,
1993.
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about reading as an experience in tithBaul de Man and Stanley Fish have likewise argued for
an understanding of reading as experience. Both oppose theories of reading wiscoliely

on the interpretation produced, but ignoreghecessof reading. De Man critiques reader-
response critics for, he claims, the intent to “do away with reading altogbthexducing

reading to a “means toward an end” (gtd. in Benng€tt Bjsh avoids such criticism by
emphasizing reading as a process. In “Literature in the Reader,” he esreeshavith “slowing
down” the process of reading and claims that the sentence “is no longer an objagtj thi

itself, but arevent something thatappendo, and with the participation of, the reader” (Fish 72;
italics in original)?* Fish’'s emphasis on reading as an event in which the reader participates is
germane to my study. In hidarrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass an American Slave,
Written By Himsel{1845), Douglass points to experience as central to successful reading. While
describing the many misinterpretations of slave songs by white Nagteeouglass declares
that if one wants to understand “the soul-killing effects of slavery, let him go to Cblogyd’s
plantation, and, on allowance-day, place himself in the deep pine woods, and there let him, in
silence, analyze the sounds that shall pass through the chambers of his soul{37c88§).

before Fish, Douglass insisted upon “slowing down” the process of reading, of anéhgzing

sounds of song alone and in silence. Moreover, Douglass highlights the bodiliness gf readin

19| want to distinguish my use of “reading as expece” from theories of reading that rely on auttiog personal
experience as a requirement for comprehensiosudh theories, the term “reading” becomes synongmath
“interpretation.” This is precisely the limitedage of the word “reading” that | resist. My usé'@fperience” is to
express the dynamic activity of reading as an a@&pee that unfolds in time. Reading itself is &xperience.

2 Andrew BennettReaders and Readir(§jlew York: Longman, 1995).

L stanley Fish, “Literature in the Reader: AffeetiStylistics.” Reader-Response Criticism: From Formalism to
Poststructuralismed. Jane P. Tompkins. (Baltimore: John Hopkifs 1980) 70-100.

% Douglass, FrederickiNarrative of the Life of Frederick Douglas4845. The Oxford Frederick Douglass
Reader. Ed. William L. Andrews. New York: Oxford UP.128.
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One must take one’s body to the woods and allow sounds to pass through it in order to
understand their meaning.

Second, “reading” will refer to the end product of such an experience, an inti&opreta
gleaned from a text, written or non-written. And third, “reading” will be used to gitref
textual quality of this process and ultimate interpretation. The texts undeinat@an here
insist on this textual nature. In Harriet Jacolbstsdents in the Life of a Slave Gifbr instance,
the “love” letters Dr. Flint sends Linda serve as a kind of substitute for hys iydrefusing to
read Dr. Flint’s letters, Linda refuses not only his sexual advances, but thepeneif his
words into her mind. Bodies and letters are doubled here, as they are when Lindakpsostma
letters from New York City to convince Dr. Flint that her body has escapeektboim in the
North. In many ways, Jacobs, Poe, Douglass, and Melville, pose reading as a pfoblem
hermeneutics. Though the “texts” that fill the pages of these literasyasxinot exclusively
print-based, like, for instance, the slave-songs Douglass writes about or theveece
performance of slave docility Melville describesBanito Cerenpthe interpretive strategies
characters perform emphasize and reinforce reading as the operativ@ermthese
depictions. Hence, my interest, ultimately, is less in what specificsfofrtextuality appear in
the selected literature, and more in what strategies of reading tktssenact, however
imagined.

What these authors share is a common insistence on the reader’s importance, not only t
the circulation and consumption of literature and print culture, but to ideologicatformand
politics. Poe’sThe Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pysuggests the powerful role reading can play
as a strategy of subjectivity and agency. It reacts against theithreceives in the black

reader by performing race as essential, fearful, and divisive, effgotiesing down reading
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and its liberating possibilities in the process. Douglass, on the other hand, fergesoé

reading that announces itself as political, active, and masculine. Jacobsupoagesnst the

limits of sympathetic identification in her text, striving toward a mode adirg that gathers its
force from an authorizing experience and communal engagement. Nonetleslds®), for
Jacobs, is depicted as unsettled, as failure, when that reading attemplisatientacross racial
and class divisions. IBenito CerenpMelville disputes the notion of an “outside” to discourse,
implying a political economy produced and regulated discursively. Yglifille finds his

own expression circumscribed, such as when he wrote to Hawthorne in 1851, “Whatddee
moved to write, that is banned—it will not pay. Yet, altogether, writetitherway | cannot. So
the product is a final hash, and all my books are botch#sBenito Cerendie suggests a form

of performative reading which may offer other possibilities. In eachesit texts, the activation
of the reader is central. doming to Word$1986) Gary Lindberg writes about the sometimes
stultifying effects of academic reading strategies: “Dedpi¢ elaborate systems of analysis that
characterize academic reading, literary works are not repositofgddain meanings but human
gestures. They record someone’s attempt to come to words. And to read them is goteo be
an interpretation of experience but to witness one in the making” {1.44) keep in mind the
immediacy, the performativity of reading is crucial to unraveling the aparat reading in

these texts and to understanding how and why the nineteenth-century posed the praaah of r

difference as a problem of reading.

% See “Melville’s letter to Hawthorne, June 185Melville’s Life and WorksJuly 25 2000. Web. 19 November
2010.

4 Gary Lindberg, “Coming to Words: Writing as Presand the Reading of Literatut®hly ConnecEd. Thomas
Newkirk (Upper Montclair: Boynton/Cook, 1986) 153.
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| want to highlight the flexibility of the term “reading” and point to this pliansyone of
the key strengths of examining literary texts under this rubric. Keepihgoé#ite multiple
valences at play in my analysis will yield richer results. For in acladyihg the complications
posed by the mere definition of “reading,” | can begin to contemplate and catefhe variety
of effects reading has on readers, writers, and discourse. In my own work,tbwesnotd a
“flattening” of reading, viewing it singularly as an end-product of intgdron, or as a process
requiring a particular, essentialist identity, however that identity niiglttefined.l see identity
in more fluid terms and recognize its production in the act of reading. Considentityide a
function of reading underscores the political significance of the question afigeaflhow
much is at stake in every act of reading. | hope this dissertation will contiobilne
theorization of and recognition for the ongoing need for fuller accounts of reading, imtsll of
significances.

The practice of reading and readers themselves are informed by nTaltioles,
including those which determine subject positioning, like gender, race, class,atiestatus,
and relation to history, and those which establish a reader’s relationship txt thigeteeads, like
narrative conventions, literacy levels, and print technologies. Reading is aidym&mthange
between text and reader, but it is not necessarily the same interchangeneyer reader picks
up a text, nor is this interchange transferable in all its specificitydsetwifferent readers. In
the 1980s, reader-response-informed, feminist critics like Mary Jacobudaradfuss were
among the first to challenge theories of reading which rely exclysine‘experience” or
essentialized notions of identity. Reading Womaf(iL986), Jacobus derides concepts of reading

that create a false sense of wholeness, that negate the divisions produced in tteadutgf
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along the lines of gendé&rSimilarly, Diana Fuss emphasized the many subject-positions any one
reader embodies simultaneously. These varied subject-positions result mgyseé#di with

“internal contradiction” and an ever-proliferating host of new subject-posittonswhich to

read (Fuss 35}. “In reading,” Fuss writes, “we bring (old) subject positions to the text at the
same time the actual process of reading constructs (new) subject-pdsitiog’s(33).

Critics of African-American literature faced similar theordtidzallenges as they debated
the role race plays in both the reading and interpretation of texts. Michael Ad&wa
Negotiating Differenc€1995) summarized and critiqued the critical debate between African-
American critics Joyce Joyce, Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Houston Bagdtghe function of
black “experience” and political activism in the interpretations produceédeblterary critic of
African-American texts. Awkward points out that theories of reading wiresuppose the
“authority” of experience, make use of political categories of identity. \dnéterary critic
may describe the authority of women’s experience, or African-Aueexperience, he or she is
not actually referring to the multitudinous events/behaviors/beliefs whichaonstitute the
“experience” of large numbers of people, but rather to cultural participat@masnber of a
specific social “class” and to an ideology formed around a critique oéwahdrocentrism.
Reading, under this auspice then, is an “overtly political act,” performechveiplecific
interpretive communities in which “interpretation is a decidedly subjeatigeiinterested’ act of

ideological commitment” (Awkward 3Z].

% See Mary JacobuReading Woman: Essays in Feminist Critici®ew York: Columbia UP, 1986).

% Diana FussEssentially Speaking: Feminism, Nature, and Défifee(New York: Routledge, 1989).

2’ Michael Awkward,Negotiating Difference: Race, Gender, and thetRsliof PositionalityChicago: U of
Chicago P, 1995). For a brief, gendered critiguthe critical exchange between male and fematesniegarding

the notions of experience and textuality in crémiof African-American literature, see Sharon Hudla “The
Revolution, ‘In Theory” Rev. oNegrophobia and Reasonable Racism: The Hidden @b&eing Black in
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Awkward’s framing of the difficulties of reading and interpretation aths lines of
race and gender, poise us to ask some of the very questions that seem at issuéeinethera
texts included in this dissertation. Is reading a process which forgesicddion and
connection? Does reading build communities, however limited or contingent? Does reading
reinforce, even inscribe difference? For Poe, Douglass, Jacobs, and Mblegk questions
seem inseparable from the theorization of reading, which is also a thiearziacommunication

with the Other, in effect, a theorization of race.

Americag By Jody David ArmourBlackness and Value: Seeing Doylidg Lindon BarrettRace MenBy Hazel V.
Carby.” American Literary Historyi2.1 and 2 (2000) : 327-336.
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“A Small Drop of Ink”: Reading and the Representaton of Race

In How to Read Charactdd874), Samuel R. Wells declares: “as is the brain, so is its
bony casement, the cranium, on which may be read, in general forms and speiansl@nd
depressions, and with unerring certainty, a correct outline of the intellactiahoral character
of the man” (vi)® The main tenet of phrenology, that the “bumps,” contours, and slope of the
skull could be “read” by trained examiners, illustrates the fraught posititre dfuman body in
the equally fraught body politic of nineteenth century America. As Carolysi®explains in
Fleshing Out America: Race, Gender, and the Politics of the Body in American Liggratur
1833-1879° the simultaneous pressures of abolitionism, growing demands for women'’s rights,
and the rise of science, “called attention to the specificity of the body and famedcAns to
flesh out the implications of their Revolution and Constitution” (18). Under intense gcthign

body occupies public discourse in a new way and with new specificity. No longer the

% Samuel Roberts Wellsjow to Read Character. A New lllustrated HandbobRhrenology and Physiognomy,
For Students and Examiners, With a Descriptive ChBlew York: S.R. Wells, 1874. Making of America
Archive. University of Michigan. Web. 18 MarcBT0. Wells was a partner in Fowler and Wells, svNerk-
based publisher of phrenological textbooks and rigd$efrom 1846-1856. “Practical phrenologist&eiwells, or
his better known partners, Orson S. Fowler andfogher, Lorenzo N. Fowler, promoted phrenology &ind of
self-help system. They told audiences that to tktioyself” was critical to self-improvement, thasiag and
management of children, even to career and finhptdaning. They published under titles emphagjzire
accessibility of the science, like “Phrenology M&thesy” (1838), or its wide applicability, as in OnsFowler’s
Self-Culture and Perfection of Character Includihg Management of You(h847). The Fowler brothers
maintained a New York City base of operations knasriThe Phrenological Cabinet,” which included assum
of human and animal skulls open to the public, d-order business, and a publishing house for phiagical
tracts. Many of the Fowlers’s publications, alavith facsimiles of advertisements for The PhrenmalgCabinet
can be viewed at the American Social History Pitt§esite, The Lost Museum
<http://chnm.gmu.edu/lostmuseum/Im/91/>. See @Bbrenology Made Easy.Knickerbocker MagazineJune 2,
1838. “The Lost Museum.” American Social History Prdtje George Mason University. Web. 24 March 2010.
and, Orson S. FowlerSelf-Culture and Perfection of Character Includihg Management of Youthl847. “The
Lost Museum.” American Social History Project. d&ge Mason University. Web. 24 March 2010.

# Carolyn SorisioFleshing Out America: Race, Gender, and the Rulitif the Body in American Literature,
1833-1879Athens: U of Georgia P, 2002).
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Enlightenment’s featureless, unspecified fétrm raced, sexed body takes center stage in the
antebellum era, provoking questions about its social and cultural meaning(s), and, most
consequentially, its role in the political process.

Wells’s text serves, not only to demonstrate nineteenth-century Amarncesgased
compulsion to locate identity in an essentialized body, but also to highlight a pfiguaation
in which the antebellum negotiation of corporeality and ideology is madeesanitading:
As both a literacy practice and an interpretive concept, reading takes on asedcsgnificance
in the antebellum era. Literacy is at an all-time high among white atesy this timeframe,
and among girls and women, as well, contributing to the explosion of print mattesgetioé
professional authorship, and the cultural importance of a shared literatureamtlagidn of the
country’s sense of itself as a nation. In this climate of increased {itenalca rapidly expanding
literary market, the concept of reading becomes laden with an abundance of caluas,
prescriptives, and possibilities that often remain unexamined, but, nonethelessy gbtge!
both the theorization of reading and its material practice. For instancengdawictions within
antebellum discourse as a powerful signifier of progress, national identity,sdadain
prosperity. Though these inferences may go unacknowledged, they inform the \wayg isea
conceived, taught, and practiced in everyday life.

In this chapter, | argue that, for antebellum America, the laden, layenedmt of

reading gives expression and form to the process whereby knowledge, afdréh@ower, is

% The concept of a “universal” man was a potentdicbf Revolutionary rhetoric which distracted frahe fact
that the Enlightenment “man” was not really a nalutoncept, but, rather, white and male. See K8dchez-
Eppler,Touching Liberty: Abolition, Feminism, and the i#o$ of the Body(Berkeley: U of California P, 1993).

31 Though Wells’s text dates from the 1870s, it sera® a convenient register of the degree to wieiating was
ultimately embraced as the explanatory structutd@hotion of race developed in the 1830s, ‘40d,’&0s by the
“American School” of Ethnology. Though it initiglstructures the notion of race developed in “difieh
discourse, reading ultimately becomes the framevimrgopularizing racialist thought in the writiled practical
phrenologists, later in the century, as well.

27



first produced, and then, concealed. That is, conceptually, reading becomes aiguaynof f
and structuring the production of knowledge. In the case of nineteenth century phremalpg
later, ethnology, reading is theorized to evoke a derivative quality, to sugddbethat of
reading is an uncomplicated interpretation of some divine or natural source “Yett.the view
of reading as derivation is itself a production that conceals its own operatgiaad of showing
itself and the mechanisms by which it operates, knowledge seems to flow froewetstion,
that is, thaeadingof “natural” laws or truths. In this theorization of reading, the knowledge-
making process is figured as derivative, as an objectivist reading of NatuseobJectivist
notion of reading (as natural) is then marshaled to support the natural-ness tifexiheations,
such as race. Consequently, the notion of reading produced within antebellum discokisse w
not only to denote, but to give form to, the new “knowledges” it elaborates. Readieg ter
dual role of representing and structuring the notion of race produced within scigistbarse
during the early nineteenth-centtity.

Well’s text illustrates this double function of reading in the production ofaaee
natural and essential category. Wells promises his audience the informatieol he read, or
interpret, the “intellectual and moral” characters of others solely @amexng their heads. His
text suggests, first, that this informatican be read, or interpreted, by one knowledgeable in

phrenology and, second, that one could be trained to recognize and collect the datayh&xes

32 My discussion of the operation of reading as efiresentation and structure of race is an exaofpiat
Michael Omi and Howard Winant call “racial formati® They explain that “racial processes” happdmdtigh a
linkage between structure and representation. aRajectsdo the ideological ‘work’ of making these linké.
racial project is simultaneously an interpretatiaepresentation, or explanation of racial dynamiasd an effort to
reorganize or redistribute resources along partanutacial lines Racial projectsonnect what raceeansn a
particular discursive practice and the ways in Wwhioth social structures and everyday experienaegaaially
organized based upon that meaning” (Omi and Winant 56icgdh original). We can view reading in antebeillu
American, then, in Omi and Winant's terms, as @afgroject engaged in racial formation. See Maami and
Howard WinantRacial Formation in the United States From the 1960Dthe 19906New York: Routledge, 1994).
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interpretation. The “reading” alluded to in the title and preface, then, is both @in ac
interpretation and the product of this selfsame process.Hé@t to ReadCharacterobfuscates
its production of the interpretation and suggests, instead, that its “reading”skiuthes merely
an articulation of a “natural” truth, that of racial difference: “Phrenplag consists ijudging
from the head itseland from the body in connection with the head, what areaheal
tendencies and capabilities of the individual” (Wells 1; my italics).

Though by the 1840s it had been discredited as a science, phrenology continued to
influence popular notions of the mind and its relation to the body well into the century. As a
product, such as it became for likes of Wells and his partners, the Fowler brothems)qajy
itself was still quite marketable in the 1870s and ‘80s, as Wells's text denesstkdost
importantly, however, phrenology made a lasting imprint on the scientific warlthe Istudy
and collection of human skulls, phrenologists and interested researchers ctafimed t
characteristic differences between the skulls and, therefore, as phistsolaguld have it, the
mental capacities of, the races. The hierarchy they developed of humahah#gityglaced
fair-skinned Caucasians at the top and people of color in various lower positions, taaiy
Asian peoples in the middle and Native Americans and Africans at the bottom. Though the
interpretation of skulls themselves fell out of scientific favor, the notion ofaseenatural,
biological, and essential category only gained in influence. Phrenology helfleditimize” a
biological basis for the concept of race, contributing tremendously to the sciaotiéptance of
the growing field of Ethnology and the development of what has become known asfiscienti
racism.”

Phrenology claims to uncover a self-evident, “natural” text through the method of

reading, yet this formulation is more ideological than natural. For, despiniisry
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theorization in the majority of antebellum discourse, reading is not a stablegidad/-
independent method of revealing natural truths, but a related set of practices apteprinci

which are historically-dependent and deeply imbedded in ideological constructions. Thus, whe
Wells’s text maintains that reading or “judging” the body as text is atolgederivation, it

denies the historical construction of reading and opts, instead, for a depictiodio) rea

ahistorical and transparent. For Wells, the phrenologist merely destreesitures of an
unambiguous body/text, putting into language what he claims is already pateddgt upon

the body in the form of anatomical features. Yet, it is important to acknowledg&/'éfiats text

does not perform a simple, objective reading of the body, but a performance of quite anothe
kind.

Wells’s text actually produces and performs the very features it clairead, obscuring
this production in the process by insisting that its readings are natural and atechedhior
example, when Wells writes that the Caucasian skull “indicates gre&tatuel power,” and
“strong moral or spiritual sentiments,” or that “the animal feelings preddmover both the
intellect and the moral sentiments” in “the negro cranium,” he is speaking, notwfuals, but

in the relatively new, “scientific” language of typgvii). The concept of biological type helped

% The notion of biological type is largely the warkFrench scientist Georges Cuvier (1769-1832)lloiing in
Linnaeus’s classification system, Cuvier argued ¢ie@era and species were distinct structural gnggpof
organisms. Unlike others who claimed that the atdgories blended into one another, Cuvier maiaththat
divisions between the forms exemplified biologitgdes. The types, he felt, held the key to unloegkhe features
of the entire category. Cuvier recognized thrdespacies of humans: Caucasians, Mongolians, andans.
The subspecies could be broken down into additioagories based on physical features, geograjpiay,
language. What is remarkable about Cuvier's weithi$ indistinguishable use of the terms race amdéty.”
Because Cuvier elaborated a concept of race tbatporated the main tenets of the term “varietytably that
progeny of a particular stock repeat particulacpgmizable characteristics through the generatitiesnotion of
race took on the additional premise that differsrioeculture had their roots in biological, “racialarietal
differences. That is, Cuvier asserted that physiéierences between the races caused culturahsamdal
differences between racial groups. What is motejé& used the concept of biological type to tdikbat the races
of humans without establishing a specific meaningeterence for the term. “Type” could refer togar features
between individuals at any unspecified taxonomiele Though imprecision in the use of “type” posedjor
classificatory problems, its very imprecision alkxhthe term to operate in a way that indulged atidfied a
classificatory impulse without really resolving amfythe issues of categorization. See Michael &aRacial
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fuel the belief that humans could be divided into categories recognizable aékatures and
representative of internal characteristics, and, what is more, that #tegerees or types could
explain and subsume the distinctiveness of individuals. Internal charadaarstideclared to be
discernable from the body itself: “The skulls of races and nations alsowliffely in form, and
these differences are found to correspond to known differences of charactds’\(N/eHere
we can see the production of difference as a field of scientific inquiry, dmuthed production of
physical difference as indicative of essential, racial, mental qgliDifferences of form get
“read” by phrenologists who relate them tobwndifferences of character” (my italics). The
circular logic, in which the character of the different “races” is “knowmndrgo the
establishment of any physical difference, supports Wells’s depiction ofesifferas natural, as
existent prior to scientific investigation.

Yet in this very articulation, Wells’ rhetoric also undoes the claims its pisrpmmake.
By insisting on the self-evident, essential, and natural racial body, Well'subxerts the need
of phrenological reading. If racial “character” follows, without exweptfrom the raced body,
and if this character is already “known,” as Wells suggests, thereaskttld to “read” it on the
individual body. Nonetheless, Wells’ text does insist on the reading of ra¢eakdite;
moreover, it frames the perception of difference as an act of reading. Wbahwacover in
these formulations, is a flattening of reading to eliminate, as much as pogaitd@on in
interpretation. Under Well’s direction, all readers will read the raced Inoitheisame way,
according to its “known . . . character.” His text helps produce the “charattde raced

bodies he pretends to read, insisting falsely on the self-evidence of the “nhaghal”

Theories(New York: Cambridge UP, 1987) 28-32. Desiie fiact that Cuvier’s use of “type” didn’t explaime
intricacies of racial difference, it did providéaanguage for discussing race that became widespmaad
nineteenth century scientific community and that & “scientific” air to an otherwise haphazard oept.
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Additionally, the text performs acts of reading on raced bodies, modeling ttesdldtprocess
of reading in its performance. In Wells’ text, the performance of readicgnhes the
discernment of difference.

| include this extended analysis of Wells’ text because in it we can uncovgofite
same formulations and practices of reading that are foundational to the conesgt adntrived
within much popular and scientific nineteenth-century discourse, where readimng pasents
and structures race. Wells’ text denies variation in readers’ interpnstand yet,
simultaneously, retains the term, “reading.” Thus, Wells’ text can make use ailtural
resonances of literacy to legitimate his reading of the raciaj@ads his text has helped
produce. More importantly, reading forms the very structure of race withitextjgor reading
ultimately becomes exemplified by the discernment of difference adimg functions to reveal
difference, it ultimately becomes a way of expressing the dynarthe abre of racialism: race
as difference. Reading, then, is elemental to the representation and sticieee In a sense,
reading becomes an act of race-ing. To expose reading, in this context, tsfan@alism,
brings me to the final thrust of my argument in this chapter: that the conceptarhyzivity
offers us a way of reading reading as it structures race, to accoums farltural construction of
the body in the performance of race.

In order to trace the role reading played in the construction of race intéteskum
period, we must first consider the multiple contexts in which racial discaursgdned, as both
response and shaping mechanism. For instance, though racial discourse theorizgdtineadi
discourse itself operated in a context where reading already had a hist@yitséation and
practice. The term “reading” brought a history to bear on the conversatiorepfustcas much

as racial discourse influenced the meanings of reading. What were some ofah@alitical,
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and cultural conditions that formed the matrix in which racial discourse was headlition to
the institution of slavery itself, perhaps one critical context is the rapigignding and
developing print culture and the methods of pedagogy that helped form nineteentlg-cent
readers’ attitudes toward the purpose and practice of reading and influencedttted process
when they sat down to read. But other socioeconomic and cultural conditions and practices
provided crucial ingredients to the mix, as well. The growing professionalizatgmeoice, the
application of the scientific method into new fields, such as medicine, and the agermmimy,
all contribute to the valorization of Science and its ability to sculpt the contourseobra also
to the context in which reading functioned as the discernment of difference. Morgevaust
consider the production of race as visible in order to uncover the preconditions for race as
readable and reading as a useful metaphor in the dissemination of sciersfic r&ach of
these factors contributes to reading’s labile operation and its ability tayartd structure

race3

3 Clearly, the institution of slavery was probabitg most influential to the context in which racesypoduced and
read. As the nineteenth century progressed, stddets increasingly drew on “scientific” justifi¢gans for slavery.
Ethnologists often collected testimonial informativom slaveholders, from the medical records aeatiment of
slaves, and from “research” done directly on pebpld in bondage. For a small sampling of recehbkarship on
slavery, see the following: David Brion Davishuman Bondage: The Rise and Fall of Slaverh@New World
(New York: Oxford UP, 2006); Steven HalNation Under Our Feet: Black Political Strugglesthe Rural
South from Slavery to the Great Migrati@ambridge: Harvard UP 2004gnnifer Morganl.aboring Women:
Reproduction and Gender in New World Slav@ila.: U of Pennsylvania P, 2004); James Oli¥erton and Lois
E. Horton,Slavery And The Making Of Ameri@idew York: Oxford UP, 2004); Ira BerliGenerations of
Captivity: A History of African-American SlavéSambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003); Thar&.
Singleton,"l, Too, Am American": Archaeological Studies ofieén-American Lifg(University Press of Virginia,
1999); Robert OlwellMasters, Slaves, & Subjects: The Culture Of Powehé South Carolina Low Country,
1740-179((Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1998); Wilma Kin§tolen Childhood: Slave Youth In Nineteenth-Cenfumerica
(Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1995).
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Literacy, Print Culture, and Schoolbooks

Rapid advancements in print, communications, and transportation technologies, plus the
development of eyeglasses and improved lighting techrifqpeesbined in the early national
period to produce what historians of the book have long referred to as an “Age of°P Bmirit
matter was seemingly everywhere, often printed by small, local bus#@ssl Americans were
eager to read the variety of pamphlets, newspapers, periodicals, and booksi¢hataaheir
hands through booksellers in New York, Philadelphia, and Boston, local printers, and the scores
of reading communities formed through colleges, libraries, local schoolamgeelebating
clubs, women'’s reading circles, African-Americans’ mutual improvemenmtges; and the like

(Gross 1-5§/

% Ronald Zboray discusses technologies that coréribto the print explosion, such as the steam ptiessailroad,
and the invention of eyeglasses. Ronald ZboraptéBellum Reading and the Ironies of Technological
Innovation,”Reading in America: Literature and Social Historigd. Cathy Davidson. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
UP, 1989) 180-200. For information about improeeais in print technology—typecasting and stereoplpges—
see, Michael Winship, “Manufacturing and Book Pretibn.” A History of the Book in America: The Industrial
Book, 1840-188&ds. Scott Casper, Jeffrey Groves, Stephen Nissemband Michael Winship. Vol. 3. (Chapel
Hill: U of North Carolina P, 2007). To learn albétansportation and communications technologies,Zaniel
Walker Howe What God Hath Wrought: The Transformation of Ageeril815-184§New York: Oxford UP,

2007).

% Robert Gross, “Introduction: An Extensive RepabBliA History of the Book in America. An Extensive ubéip:
Print, Culture, and Society in the New Nation, 1-283Q Eds. Robert Gross and Mary Kelley. Vol. 2. (pdla
Hill: U of North Carolina P, 2010). 1-52; Ronatoray,A Fictive People: Antebellum Economic Development
and the American Reading Pub(idew York: Oxford UP, 1993); John TebbAlHistory of Book Publishing in the
United States: The Creation of an Industry, 168648lvol. 1 (New York: R. R. Bowker, 1972); Frank Lath

Mott, American Journalism: A History, 1690-19@0ew York: Macmillan, 1962); William Charvdtjterary
Publishing in America, 1790-185@hila.: U of Pennsylvania P, 1959).

3" Robert Gross, “Introduction.”An Extensive RepublicAlongside this “reading revolution” was a groveth
professional authorship. See Michael Newb&iguring Authorship in Antebellum Ameri¢&tanford: Stanford
UP, 1997) and William Charvathe Profession of Authorship in America, 1800-1&®. Matthew J. Burccolli.
(Columbus: Ohio State UP, 1968).
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In this “Age of Print,” literacy was represented as of the highest good. Nodionly
literacy offer the possibility of entrance into one of the reading commungied hbove, but
literacy served as a primary agent of modernization and democracy. kudtithdual, literacy
was seen to develop socioeconomic value, links to the larger community, knowledgegrsbcial
economic mobility, rationality, morality, and orderliness. For the nationadiyeivas depicted as
increasing the gross national product, and creating a shared national jdeat#lility to
disseminate information, an educated workforce and an engaged eleétadtatecentrality of
literacy to modern nation-states was uncontested in the popular and political mintdis Wha
more, the nineteenth century posited reading as a method for moral reformiahd soc
rehabilitation®*® Thus, literacy touched Americans lives on almost every level, from the most
personal, in the form of private letters or diaries, to the regional, through locspayeers and
almanacs, to the national, in newspapers, pamphlets, and books which covered national issues.
Indeed, the increase in literacy and the spread of public education has beed witiuitee

development of national and/or sectional iderffity.

% Lee Soltow and Edward Stevefiie Rise of Literacy and the Common School in thieet) States: A
Socioeconomic Analysis to 18{f0hicago: Chicago UP, 1981) 58-88; Harvey J. f5fidfe Literacy Myth: Literacy
and Social Structure in the Nineteenth-Century GNew York: Academic P, 1979). xiv-17.

% For a discussion of reading as a means of refeemMaria Carla Sanchdeforming the World: Social Activism
and the Problem of Fiction in Nineteenth-Centuryefica (lowa City: U of lowa P, 2008); David Paul Noigith

in Reading: Religious Publishing and the Birthvdiss Media in AmericéNew York: Oxford UP, 2004); Carol
Colatrella,Literature and Moral Reform: Melville and the Digline of ReadindUP of Florida, 2002) and Susan
M. Ryan,The Grammar of Good Intentions: Race and the Aglieim Culture of Benevolen¢ihaca: Cornell UP,
2003).

“0 For the argument that print culture was essefttithe formation of national identity, see RonalibZay,A

Fictive People For an opposing view, which highlights local aedional reading publics with differentiated
identities, see Trish Loughramhe Republic in Print: Print Culture in the AgelfS. Nation Building, 1770-1870
(New York: Columbia UP, 2007). For an account \ehécknowledges print’s dual function to both create
community and foster sectionalism, see Robert GaodsMary Kelley, edsA History of the Book in America. An
Extensive Republic: Print, Culture, and Societyhia New Nation, 1790-1840/0l. 2. (Chapel Hill: U of North
Carolina P, 2010).
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In an atmosphere of widespread support for literacy, public education for some
Americans expanded, bolstered by a growing nationalism and the desire¢éayod citizens:
Furthermore, the elimination of property requirements for voters, increasadration, and a
compelling need for an educated work force all contribute importantly to theigstadht of
public schools throughout the United StdfeBut even as educational opportunities for white
Americans were increasing during the Jacksoniartleashances for African-Americans to
acquire learning were shrinking. Especially in the wake of a seriegvef sprisings in North
Carolina, the publication of David Walkeppeal, In Four Articles: Together With a
Preamble to the Coloured Citizens of the World, But in Particular, and Very Expresshgde T
in the United State 829), and the Nat Turner rebellion in 1831, southern states criminalized
the teaching of reading and writingftee blacks, passed new regulations to prohibit or supervise
the gathering of slaves and free blacks, even for religious purposes, outlawesattieg of
slaves to read or write, and limited the use of passes for travel (Gross 32A&8he industrial

revolution converted Southern slavery from a patriarchal to an economic iostigdcial

*1 The growing support for public education was mutrely unproblematic or democratic in charact&he middle
classes feared the threat of moral contaminatighedf children by mixing with poor and immigraritildren in the
public schools. On the other hand, public schaptialped to minimize the social dangers an undesqtased by
indoctrinating them into the habits of good citigkip. See “Infant Schoolsl’adies’ Magaziné (April 1832).
182.

2 See Barbara Sicherman, “Ideologies and PracticReading,”The Industrial Book279-303; Ruth Miller Elson,
Guardians of Tradition: American Schoolbooks @& Mineteenth Centurylincoln, Nebraska: U of Nebraska P,
1964); R. F. Butts and L. A. CremiA,History of Education in American Cultur@New York: Holt, 1955). 215-
17. 257-59. 272-73.; and, Mary Ry&radle of the Middle Class: The Family in Oneida CouNgw York, 1790-1865
(New York: Cambridge UP, 1981).

3 Robert Gross, “Reading for an Extensive Republist’ Extensive Republi§16-44; See also, Heather Andrea
Williams, Self-Taught: African-American Education in Slavand Freedon{Chapel Hill: U of North Carolina P,
2005). 7-29, 203-13; E. Jennifer Monaghan, “Regdiim the Enslaved, Writing for the Free: Reflens on
Literacy and Liberty,”Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Socl#§ (1998): 309-41; Janet D. Cornelius
“When | Can Read My Title Clear”: Literacy, Slaygrand Religion in the Antebellum So¢@olumbia: U of
South Carolina P, 1991). 29-35; C. G. WoodSdre Education of the Negro Prior to 1861: A Histof the
Education of the Colored People of the United Statem the Beginning of Slavery to the Civil Watew York:
1919). 80-85.Project Gutenberg.Feb. 2004. Web. 4 May 2010.
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attitudes hardened into the definition of the slave as chattel. The slave’s ecvalua was
maximized in most cases by denying him or her education and maintaining thesthaitel
Nineteenth-century methods of teaching reading can tell us much about how the proces
of reading was conceived and practiced and about what this praxis contributedoiotéxé ia
which race was read. Most of this instruction occurred through the readdn, beicmme the
major schoolbook of common schools in the 1820s. The teaching of reading was critieal in t
nineteenth-century classroom both because reading was the primary meamaaifandor a
whole range of subjects—grammar, history, geography, spelling—and beeadsgyrwas
central to full participation in the public sphere. When nineteenth century edugeatioesos
“reading,” what they often meant was lessons in elocution. Reading was arcakatall for
display in both public and private. Students were required to memorize famous speeches,
poems, or dramas and deliver them in contests of oratory performed for the localrigmm
Imitation of successful orators was encouraged. |iNhrsativeof the Lifeof Frederick
Douglass, an American Slave, Written By HImgE#5), Frederick Douglass writes about his
adolescent reading of speeches by William Pitt, George Washington, andl €ilkected in
Caleb Bingham’s 1797 schoolbodkolumbian Orator{Douglass 51; Gundacker 485)Samuel
Griswold Goodrich’sThe Third Reader: For the Use of Scha@l$839) begins by offering the

student a series of 28 rules for acquiring strong reading skills; 27 of the 28 nuee@dvice

4 See Robert Gross, “Reading for an Extensive Réplbhn Extensive Republi&16-44; Dean Grodzins and
Leon Jackson, “Colleges and Print Culturti’ Extensive Republ®18-31; Carolyn EastmaA, Nation of
Speechifiers: Making an American Public After BRevolution(Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2009); J.M. Opal,
“Exciting Emulation: Academies and the Transforiorabf the Rural North, 1780s-1820sJournal of American
History 91 (Sept. 2004): 445-70.

“5 Douglass, FrederickiNarrative of the Life of Frederick Douglask845. The Oxford Frederick Douglag®eader.

Ed. William L. Andrews. (New York: Oxford UP, 169; Grey Gundaker, “Give Me a Sign: African Antams,
Print, and Practice.’An Extensive Republic83-95.
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on pronunciation, locution, posture, and expression while reading aloud. McG iHbbgttic
Readerexhorts:
It ought to be a leading object to teach the art of reading. It ought to
occupythreefold more timéhan it does. . . . It is better that a girl should return
from school a first-rateeader, than a first-rate performer on the pianoforte. The
voice of song is not sweeter than the voicepdakers Let us see years devoted
to this accomplishment. (qtd. in Sullivan 45; italics in origifial)
The very phrases emphasized in the above passage point to the virtual equatiomgfwidadi
oration and the view of reading as a public performance, rather than a gotitetige. To
whatever degree it formed “interpretive communitig$d whatever degree reading literally
brought people together into reading societies, the instruction of reading in ssiwésl the
material practice of actual readers both in the selections they read isct@aibooks and in the
ways they understood their reading process. As we shall see, nineteenth-sgmtolyooks
depicted and promoted reading as a public activity, more aligned to oration thaa privat
reflection.

In many ways, the readers available in antebellum schools represemnsieevative
influence of highly moralistic spellers, like Noah Webster’'s of 1782, or the ovelitijousNew
England Primer However, the reader appears in the schoolhouse at a unique time, with the
growth of the notion of state-supported education and, therefore, participatesograspive”
impulse, aiming less at religious instruction and more broadly at charactatifmn (Monaghan

and Monaghan 311-129.Henry Vail, a turn of the century official from the American Book

Company, a leading publisher of schoolbooks, commented that “Readers were thamioper

6 Mark Sullivan,0Our Times(New York: Scribners, 1927).

* Stanley Fish describes shared strategies of rgaelis as “interpretive communites.” See Staflisy,
“Interpreting the VariorumCritical Inquiry vol 2.3 (Spring 1976) 465-85; Fislis There a Text in This Class? The
Authority of Interpretive Communitie@€Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1980).

“8 Charles Monaghan and Jennifer Monaghan, “Scho&thbdn Extensive Republic304-318.
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indispensable texts for teaching integrity, honesty, industry, temperane@atriotism,
courage, politeness, and all other moral and intellectual virtues” (qtd. in &ufljvarhe
purposes reading was seen to serve are civic purposes, not individual ones like rfoe insta
satisfaction, pleasure, or intellectual stimulation.

The shift from the religious to the secular was not the only change in readamgpggd
during the early nineteenth century. The instruction of reading was influencédtroagly by
the work of Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746-1827), a Swiss educator who argueddhe chil
learn best through the senses and direct contact with the physical world. heleescote
learning and corporal punishment. This child-centered approach had markedretfes
schoolbook industry. Whereas the early authors of readers were men of salmgysta
religion and scholastics, often they were not what, today, we would consider to be axpert
pedagogy? In fact,most eighteenth-century schoolbooks were produced through a combination
of compilation and plagiarism of earlier, mostly British texts, often copied ¥eorword
without any mention of the original sour€eThese early readers included little conscious

theorizing about reading methods and relied largely on learning by rote. BstiaéoPzian

*9 Most early schoolbook authors were from New England incorporated a strong New England partiaity
their work. Indeed, with the exception of the Mdfay brothers, the most popular textbook authorseved from
New England: Noah Webster, Jedidiah Morse, S. @&ddch, C. A. Goodrich, S. Augustus Mitchell, F&iney,
and Emma Willard were from Conneticut; from Masaasgts, Lyman Cobb, William Woodbridge, Richardikear
and Salem Town; John Frost was from Maine and Beinj®. Emerson was from New Hampshire (Elson Meyr
also often held high standing in their communitiesdley Murray, a New England Quaker by birth ardinent
authority on English grammar produced a much dapdid 1799 series of Readers. The “Peter Parl&gsiters of
1839 were assembled by S.G. Goodrich, a relatiwéoath Webster, the author of the well-known “BluaeB
Speller” and dictionary. In 1825, John Pierporiieav England scholar clergyman and grandfathergaedat
grandfather to the banking father and son, Johrp&mnt Morgan, Sr. and John Pierpont Morgan, Jieased his
Reader.

91t is not until 1790, with the passage of natioz@yright legislation, that American schoolboolteus could
raise any money from the sale of their work. Asmiarket for schoolbooks grew, so, too, did thabligation. In
1840, schoolbook publishing comprised about 40%hetotal publishing in the U.S. See Monaghan and
Monaghan, “Schoolbooks.An Extensive Republic304-318.
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movement changed that, even making way for alternative educational methods, &ch a
Lancasterian approach, based on the theories of Joseph Lancaster (1778-1838). The
Lancasterian approach involved older students monitoring the lessons of younges siutthe
lessons designed to emphasize repetition and memorization. The movement, which was
implemented as a way of stretching scarce resources for teachers and, fwadinglatively
short-lived as an educational reform, dying out in the 1820s with the increaaehartéraining
and public support for common schools. Ultimately, both the Pestalozzian and Laacasteri
movements influenced the curriculum of schoolbooks and the instruction of reading in the
classroom. Many texts, such as the well-kn@efectic Readerseries (1836-'57) by William
Holmes McGuffey (1800-1873), tried to incorporate aspects of a variety of pmmine
educational theories (Monaghan and Monaghan 312*14).

One example of an educational reform sparked by Pestalozzi was the deisoptus
learning and the focus on reading for comprehension. Goodfibke’J hird Readereminds
young students to “Remember that the object of reading . . . is to acquire ideas iamehsent
that are written or printed” (7j. Actually, Goodrich’s injunction is less reminder and more
reform. The Third Readewas teaching students a relativaBwway of reading: reading for
understanding. Despite this progressive intent, the text includes no further disaisbe
reading process by which ideas and sentiments are acquired. However, ittspereda four
pages offering advice on reading aloud. An 1828 reader by Samuel Putnam declares in it

preface: “A leading object of this work is to enable the scholar while leamnegd, to

*1 See also, Richard L. Venezky, “A History of the éiean Reading TextbookElementary School Journ&i7
(1987): 250-52.

°23.G. Goodrich,The Third Reader: For the Use of Schaalsuisville, KY: Morton & Griswald, c1839)Nietz
Old Textbook CollectianDigital Research Library, University of Pittsighr Web. 11 Sept. 2002.
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understangat the same time, the meaning of the words he is reading” (3; italics in griginal
Such promises in the introductions, prefaces, and “Hints to Teachers” secticaderf neere
common and suggest a desire to respond to changes in educational theory and offsmteacher
methods of instruction, but the schoolbooks, on the whole, contain a great deal of material
intended for rote learning and imitation.
This combination of older instructional methods and newer reforms reminds us that
reading is a historically-constructed practice, formed by culturalepaa@nd individual acts. In
antebellum schoolbooks, we see an interesting moment in the construction of bemdinge it
is one in flux between a notion of reading as public, spoken art, involving imitation, and a more
progressive view of reading as means of comprehension on an individual level. Thes redeler’
as an interpreter is recognized in both of these conceptions of reading, but recodieratligli
in each. In the former view of reading, interpretation is mostly perceivegbastion or
imitation, whereas in the latter view of reading, interpretation is a nudttércumspection. The
careful reader comprehends, while the careless reader misunderstands;h@obird Reader
warns:
Even when you sit down to read by yourself, be careful to read every word
and sentence. If there is anything you do not perfectly comprehend, ask some
person to explain it to you. If you meet with words you do not know the meaning
of, consult a dictionary. If you read carelessly, you subject yourself tewilg
you miss the object of reading, which is to gain knowledge, and you are in danger
of adopting the habit of reading in a negligent and slovenly manner; which is a
very bad habit. You should consider a book as a box of jewels, and you must read
attentively, or they may slip through your fingers. (7)

By unpacking, for instance, how interpretation as a concept is differenthggasithe various

forms of reading instruction taught in antebellum schools, we can begin to sketch oajdhe m

theoretical strands competing within the notion of reading.

%3 See Samuel Putnaffihe Analytical Reader4” ed. (Dover, N. H.: Samuel C. Stevens, 1828).
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For, the meanings, purposes, goals, and effects of reading were not undisputed, but the
subject of much popular discussion. Barbara Sicherman points to at least four “dppouieds
of reading [that] coexisted in the mid-nineteenth century: the evangdtiealivic, the self-
improving, and the cultural or cosmopolitan” (283). The “models” she details aredftyme
different sets of beliefs about the purposes of reading and each “model” esnmpatsocial
arena for supremacy and practioners. One key arena in which we canypadialer this
contested notion of reading is within nineteenth-century literary reviews. Béiyra maintains
that reviewers did not talk about reading as interpretation: “never—not in a sirigleceis-did
they talk about the act of reading novels as one of producing meanings, intemseta
readings” (61} James Machor, on the other hand, suggests that literary reviewers “practiced
interpretation,” providing a model for the readers of reviews, whether or notadeyelvised a
vocabulary for talking about their process (338)Vhat is important to acknowledge, is that
“Interpretation” is constructed in and through the ways we think and talk about readergry
reviewers, reinforced the view of reading as a concept requiring tiétteization, though the
fact that they avoided discussion of interpretation, is itself a way of comgei/the reading
process. Just as the schoolbooks modeled for students a reading process that was formed
primarily around either imitation or comprehension, literary reviewers mbaealeading process
that was immediate and uncomplicated, quite unlike the sense of tenuousness or magtermi

often ascribed to our modern notion of interpretatiohwant to make clear that interpretation

*¥ Nina BaymNovels, Readers, and Reviewers: Responses torFiatiAntebellum Americéithaca: Cornell UP,
1984).

%5 James Machor, “Fiction and Informed Reading indtéenth-Century Americalineteenth-Century Literature
47.3 (1992): 320-48.

%% Given my argument throughout—that reading, andritezpretation which is part of the process, idhatorical
construction—it would be foolish to here suggeat there is current critical or popular agreementhe
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was part of the notion of reading exemplified by nineteenth-century schoolbookteeamy li
reviewers alike; it was just an understanding of the practice diffemntdur current
theorizations. For nineteenth-century readers, interpretation was a roteleantracted
process that we often understand it to be and not one perceived as being as indivias alist
notion suggests.

In the subsequent analysis of racial discourse, we will see that Ethnoliegyoreb
combination of the model of interpretation posited by pre-Pestalozzi schoolbooks amajallee si
direct form of reading described by nineteenth-century literary reveewl hese models of
interpretation suggest that reading itself is mostly a repetitiousitative act. While it becomes
quite difficult to gauge the reading practice or response of actual, antebethders, we can
make some surmises about how they might have read ethnological texts from aeratos
of how reading was taught in schools, assuming that readers’ practice would luwesirapaly

by the formal training they received, but also by other factors, as well.

“Favorable to division”

In his 1854 speech at Western Reserve, Frederick Douglass called attentienof
Ethnology’s leading methodologies, classification. “This is, you know, an ageentscand
science is favorable to division,” Douglass explained (Ruchames 481). Wit teghe
concept of race, classification is more than a methodology, but its organizinglerin€or, race

is the codification of difference. But racial classification was not thefonty of classification

“meaning” and process of interpretation. | amtnging to claim a single, operative mode of intetiation in our
current moment, but to point to the very situatiam describing, following the arguments of decongion, where
we tend to speak of “meanings” and “functions” ightight the sense of ambivalence in the concept.
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produced by scientific researchers in the nineteenth century. That is, tifecatass and
categorization required to construct the notion of race were not isolatedcintlimaneuvers.
Bruce Dain argues that racial classification is part of a larger, al#ttrategy of classification
systems! Charles Caldwell's 1811 essay, a critical review of Samuel Stanhope S(titB’1-
1819) treatise on monogenééidfers convincing evidence for Dain’s claim. A prominent
North Carolina doctor, Caldwell (1772-1853) propounds the tenets of polygenesis—anultipl
discrete creations of human beings, rather than the Christian Biblical act@usingle human
creation—but before he moves into the primary argument of the essay, he intlcisdes
celebration of taxonomy: “A mere knowledge of facts is not however aloneianiffic satisfy
the generous cravings of a mind enamoured of science, and devoted to research. Gdich a mi
eagerly grasping at higher honours, and under the influence of more comprehensive views,
derives a superior delight from the classification and arrangement of Fectieduction of
principles, and the exposition of causes. By an intellect of this descriptionafaesployed as
necessary but subordinate instruments—they are, at best, lguathus ad Parnassumthe
means of ascent to the hill of the Muses” (129y virtue of the organization of the essay,
Caldwell himself posits the “superior delight” derived from classifozatis the context for his

argument in favor of polygenesis. Human beings form ideal classifiabldofme€aldwell and

" Bruce DainA Hideous Monster of the Mind: American Race Théothe Early Republi¢Cambridge: Harvard
UP, 2002).

8 An Essay on the Causes of the Variety of ComplexidrFigure in the Human Specieg1787; 1810) by Samuel
Stanhope Smith argued that climate and, to a |lelggee, cultural and social influences determitiffdrences
between the races. Smith, professor of moral pbpby and, later, president of the College of Nergdly, present-
day Princeton, disputed the notion that became krms\polygenesis, and maintained the view thdtuattans were
the result of a single pair of divinely created s and formed a single species.

%9 Charles Caldwell, “An Essay on the Causes of thgey of Complexion and Figure in the Human Spetie

American Review of History and Politjicz (July 1811): 128-166. Internet Archive. GattJniversity. Web. 23
March 2010.
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the ethnologists to follow him and they understand this categorization as ogeuthim a
“‘comprehensive view,” a habit of mind that holds the “arrangement” of information #®ve
facts themselves. Carolyn Sorisio comments that “[tlhe sheer volume stictatollected,
skulls and skeletons studied, tables calculated, and cadavers dissected irb#leianéea
points to an intense desire to classify, to master humankind as one would any otlaér natur
object” (17). The pleasure of classification itself surely influente®kpectation that human
beings displayed categorical differences.

Classification and categorization helped to stabilize and naturalize tacegsh an
extent that the concept of race as difference has been integral to Ameeicaty iever since.
Phrenology was at the forefront of this racial study precisely becausgariaa to produce
classifiable, quantitative, scientific data that could be evaluated in dlacere subjective
information. The multiple differences between humans—physical, intellectoatiomal,
behavioral—could be dealt with, studied, and categorized in a relatively reproduciblineva
phrenologists suggested, because the body without was merely a repmesehtae mind
within. By studying the form of the external body, the truth of the internal mind coukhte
George Sumner Weaver’s “Lectures on Moral Science According to the Philasiophy
Phrenology” (1852) addresses the matter directly: “Is this differencediffaeences between
people,] written in, or on the outward man, so that we can read it? Phrenology saf&3it’fs”
Weaver makes use of the concept of reading to give form to the interpretive mectsed in
phrenology. He represents the body as a text on which difference is writtenolBgyethen,

claims to be a simple process of interpreting that difference.

9 George Sumner Weaver, “Lectures on Mental Sciéweerding to the Philosophy of Phrenology (New kor
Fowler and Wells, 1852). 1993.he Making of AmericaU of Michigan, Ann Arbor. Web. 4 March 2010.
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Yet, it is crucial to realize that figuring this interpretationemdingis itself an act of
representation. To depict the collection and interpretation of measurementfiwiniue body
as reading is to endow data collection and interpretation with the history an@sssof the
term “reading.” It is also to formulate a concept of reading as denvats an uncomplicated
process of scanning and recording anatomical features. Furthermore, in $/@ex¢ejust as
we saw in Well'sHow to Read Charactereading ultimately becomes the discernment of
difference. Using reading as the metaphor to represent the interpretitiegzraf phrenology
had the net effect of naturalizing the difference perceived by that intgrpret In this case,
phrenological “readings” of the skull make their findings seem “naturaliggesting that their
claims are written on the body for those who have eyes to read it. What could beatoral™
than the body itself and the messages that are seemingly inscribed upon it?

Weaver's text falls more into the category of popular phrenology than did thegsmaf,
say, George Combe (1788-1858), a practitioner of the earlier, more scientific fphreablogy
also practiced by Charles Caldwell, Samuel Gridley Howe, and Isaa@Rang others. In the
preface to hig he Constitution of Man Considered in Relation to External Ob{&828),
Combe declares phrenology “is valuable, only insofar asijust expositiof what previously
existed in human nature” (italics in origindl)As Combe emphasizes, the goal here would seem
to be accurate translation of the obscure messages of the body into some migreesshttirm.
Phrenology claims to be the means of doing that very thing. Thus, the concept of seagk#sg
as an useful explanatory model for both the earlier, scientific practitionphserfology and for

those who later popularized the study of phrenology. For both groups, reading operates

®1 George Combe, “Preface to the Edinburgh editioh8®3.” The Constitution of Man Considered in Relation to
External Objects1828. (Hartford: Silas Andrus and Son, 1851995. The Making of AmericaU of Michigan,
Ann Arbor. Web. 4 March 2010
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similarly, allowing for the supposition that phrenology is simply a trasiaif information

from the surface of the skull to the surface of the text.

Race as Visible

What is, perhaps, most remarkable about the phrenologist’s, and later, the ethsologist’
use of reading to elaborate race is not that the text which must be read is osie afddlood,
rather than paper, but that reading serves as metaphor for race whilg betymost
fundamental aspects of the process of reading. My point is that despite thatfaeading is
used to explain the phrenologist or ethnologist’s racial claims about a body, iinerpgading
is downplayed. The text of race is not one which is read afresh in each new text, bugamhe alr
inscribed on the body in endless repetition. To achieve this repetition of ragéd,serce must
first be produced as visible, self-evident, and external. The racial discoursesaflthe
nineteenth century uses vision, observation, and visibility to produce and image a cormept of r
as visible in order to predetermine the way race is read.

Charles Caldwell’'s 1811 review of the second edition of Samuel Stanhope Sfsdhis
gives evidence to the growing depiction of race in visual terms as the cemtgrggsed.

Caldwell begins his essay:
Were it possible for an individual to be translated to a situation sufficiently
commanding, and imbued with optics sufficiently powerful, to take, at once, a
clear and discriminating survey of the whole earth—could he examine with
accuracy and distinctly perceive the appearance and sensible ahairavtery
thing existing on its surface—diversities of color, of form, of dimension, of

motion, and all other external properties of matter—were such an event possible,
we say, one of the most curious and interesting objects that would attract our
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spectator’s attention would be, the variety discoverable in the complexion and
feature, the figure and stature of the human race. ¥128)

The vocabulary of vision predominates in this excerpt and throughout the essay. Caldwell
speaks of a “commanding” view, of powerful “optics,” and a multitude of visual phenemena
color, shape, motion. With each of these figures of speech, he lays the groundwork faom a noti
of race that is primarily visible, an “obvious” difference. After descglilve appearance of the
Caucasian race in the most exalted tones and the “Negro” in the lowliest, {Cattivi@ues the
essay:
But although there exists in relation to our globe, no such mount of vision, as our
fancy has been figuring—and though it does not belong to mortal organs to
embrace at a single view the whole earth clothed by its inhabitants as with a
party-colored vesture—yet still, the existing diversity in the complexion and
figure of the human race is a circumstance of such familiar notorietyy¢haite
permitted to bring it before the eye of the mind, and dwell on it as if it were
present in a visible shape: in a manner so clear and definitive has the fact been
established by the pursuits of ambition, the enterprise of discovery, and the
cupidity of gain. (128)
The vocabulary of vision is repeated, this time emphasizing the “familiar rigtafevisual
differences between the races. Moreover, not only does Caldwell represardifeerences in
visual terms, but he also represents the problem of racial difference stdéatfaere “in a
visible shape,” that it might be dwelled on by “the eye of the mind,” a visible &atufact” of
“familiar notoriety,” commonplace. The degree to which racial differérackbecome accepted
as commonsensical authorizes Caldwell’s extended discussion of differendeeagidsé, his
representation of race in visual terms. Caldwell acknowledges the scieotfmunity’s partial

knowledge about race, “it does not belong to mortal organs to embrace at a singhewdwle

earth clothed by its inhabitants as with a party-colored vesture.” Nonethetedepicts race

%2 Charles Caldwell, “An Essay on the Causes of tage#ly of Complexion and Figure in the Human Spgtie
American Review of History and Politjés (July 1811): 128-166. Internet Archive. Gattniversity. Web. 23
March 2010.
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and racial difference as “clear and definitive” “fact,” appropriatefyresented in visual terms to
underscore their self-evidence.

That race and racial difference had come to be understood in visual termsfisasigni
because with this representation is the implicit assertion that rackealg manifested feature
of the body, requiring little proof or interpretation, despite its apparent evecass. That is,
though race is depicted as a known quantity, as an anatomical “fact” at the eveeyabody,
necessitating little in the way of explanation, it is also simultaneoubhgteRace speaks in
remarkably potent ways, yet it seemingly requires no interpretation. i$vicabe known about
race is known on visual examination of the body. For instance, when Caldwell disputés Sm
claim that domestic slaves receive an ameliorating influence from thginptyto white
masters’ manners, better food and lodging, he draws upon supposed visual evidence to the
contrary. Smith suggested that the facial features of house slaves becorfieguae’ when
exposed to the influence of white civilization, while the features of field handse
unchanged and exhibit the African “type.” Caldwell counters: “We have wassedsided, and
travelled [sic] not a little in the southern states, and can therefore, speagdrsonal
observation on the subject of the African race, in that section of our country. . . . to pronounce
the mouth of the African well sized and beautiful, and the composition of his feagtaarr is
undoubtedly an error, and one which might easily be corrected by observation. We have
ourselves seen many Africans (full-blooded ones we believe) . . .” (Caldwell 158&09)
Caldwell, “observation” is the highest authority. Because he has “seenbldaltled” Africans,
Caldwell counts himself qualified to descant on the “deformity and irreggilafitheir features

(Caldwell 159). Caldwell’s insistence on the commonsensical status of race sowigper
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observation as its ultimate authentication, naturalizes the concept of raceissdéims the
known, familiar quantity Caldwell claims race to be.

Yet, the categories described and prized by nineteenth century scientistoiaireays
as stable as they would have liked them to seem. The case of one Henry Moss (1754?-?), a
Virginia-born slave who fought in the Revolutionary War, for instance, chatiethgeprevailing
definitions of “race,” particularly concepts of race based on skin color. In 1792 ,ddesk®ped
a skin condition in which large areas of his body seemed to lose their dark complexion and
appeared white. Moss himself recognized the opportunity his iliness provided; he went t
Philadelphia in 1796 and advertised his condition in the newspapers, charging 25 cents
admission to see him. Moss eventually bought his freedom with the proceeds fromasdmiss
charges. His skin condition was widely discussed in both scientific and popules.city.
Benjamin Rush (1745-1813) examined Moss and determined that “the Black Color (as it is
called) of the Negroes is derived from the leprosy” (gtd. in StanténEXtra dark pigmentation
was the only symptom of this mild form of leprosy from which most “Negroes” sdff&ash
claimed. Moss, on the other hand, was mysteriously healing. Stanhope Smith formed an opinion
about Moss’s condition as well. Smith maintained that Moss’s change of skin coltadom
climate as the source of differences in complexion. Under the influencemkeaemperate
clime, Moss’s skin was losing its brown color and becoming pale instead (Stanton 5

Moss'’s illness challenged definitions of race which rely on visible factorskikecolor.
Not only did the prominent theorists of race come to differing explanations of /mswdition,
but the differences in their theories point to variations in the very concept and gatejace.”

Henry Moss’s health condition was an extraordinary case, but in locations all aneuaolth,

8 william Stanton;The Leopard’s Spots: Scientific Attitudes TowaatdRin America 1815-59Chicago: U of
Chicago P, 1960).
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as well as in the North, the complexions of countless individuals belied the simpleegfati
skin color to race. Mixed race persons displayed complexions of almost any sbhdkng
slaves whose skin was so pale they could “pass” for white. In the face of suoh dikxigption
of supposedly stable categories, a great desire to assert the “nafliralmase arosé&. Sorisio
explains: “The contradiction between an assumed permanent racial idedtdyead of racial
disintegration indicates anxiety over categories that, while fixed inytheere, through the
presence of real bodies, constantly flaunting their fiction. Strident efforesmade to reaffirm
the naturalness of racial categories despite their apparent breakdownS¢&)tific emphasis
on categorization helped solidify the fiction of race.

Scientific discourse created and maintained very rigid charactenzaif the races it
delineated. When evidence that challenged racial categories surfacas eixplained away or
interpreted through existing concepts of racial difference and whatseereas the distinct
characteristics of raced bodies. Sometimes these characteridticsliearevised slightly in
order to accommodate the evidence and maintain racial categories. Takdafaenthe
guestion of racial mixing. An individual of mixed white and black ancestry was known as a
mulatto, a Spanish and Portuguese term that means “young mule” and suggests the cros

between a horse and a donkey that results in a mule. The term, then, draws anbaalksen

% As tempting as it is for contemporary scholarspieak of race and racialist discourse in overagetgrms, it is
important to keep in mind the degree to which natiof race were in development and contestatidhempopular
mind. Though racial distinctions had become mattélaw, race never became an undisputed catedaigla
Gross reminds us of the number of cases brougbtéefate courts to determine the racial statiisddfiduals.

She explains: “While nineteenth-century white $eubers may have believed in a racial ‘essence&ring in one's
blood, there was no agreement about how to disdoMezgal determinations of race could not simffect
community consensus, because there was no condenailect. Despite the efforts of legislatureseéduce racial
identities to a binary system, and of judges tastrthat determining race was a matter of commaseeSouthern
communities harbored disagreement, suspicion, antlict--not only over who was black and who wasitehbut
over how to make such determinations at all” (Gro&ee Ariela J. Gross, “Litigating Whiteness:ialy of Racial
Determination in the Nineteenth-Century Soutfiéle Law Journal(1998). More recently, Bruce Dain has argued
that there was no stable progression of racid@might, but incremental, distinct developmentse Bain,A
Hideous Monster of the Mind.
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the mixing of animaspeciesand the mixing of humaraces In the animal kingdom, such a
cross between a horse and a donkey produces a mule, an useful, but sterile work animal.
The choice of analogy reveals much about race as it was constructed hé&irst, t
comparison to animals serves to dehumanize the people seen as “raced, ofttegigated in
racialist literature. Second, the analogy’s inaccuracy as far asgieluctive capacity of mixed
race individuals goes, emphasizes the degree to which an analogy can be usetiite gte
content and function of race as a concept, accurate or not. Since much of the “research da
gathered by racial theorists came from slave populations, theorists hadstavbara as
slaveholders themselves (they were sometimes the same individualbetbaxaal exploitation
of African-American slave women often resulted in mixed race children, whitovthemselves
grow to have their own children, often again, in abusive relationships with white slavsholde
that produced more mixed race children. Nonetheless, the animal comparison ito®mulat
continues to inform mixed race identity, even though it did not offer a comparisaiubiatated
any, other than imagined, aspects of idefitityhe title alone of Josiah Nott's 1843 article, “The
Mulatto a Hybrid: Extermination of the Two Races if Whites and Blacks Amw&d to Marry”

exemplifies white fears about racial mixing or “amalgamation,” asstaadled®® Viewed as an

% See Eve Allegria Raimon, The “Tragic Mulatta” Retéd: Race and Nationalism in Nineteenth-Century
AntiSlavery Fiction (Piscataway: Rutgers UP, 200Bdr a history of African-American women’s sextyahnd,
especially, their negotiation of the Cult of Truekvanhood, see Beverly Guy-SheftaBlaughters of Sorrow:
Attitudes Toward Black Women, 1880-1®ack Women in United States History, vol. 2 (Bkbm: Carlson
Publishing, 1990).

% See Josiah Nott, “The Mulatto a Hybrid: Externtioa of the Two Races if Whites and Blacks Are Alled to
Marry” The American Journal of Medical Scien€&€l843): 252-256. The publication of this detied to the
formation of a friendship between Samuel Morton Blatt. Morton wrote to Nott after reading and adng the
piece. They became friends and Morton acted asrdanfor Nott. Nott'sTypes of Manking1854) was published
shortly after Morton died; Nott and Gliddon ded&aypesto Morton.
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abolitionist aim, rather than the result of the exploitation and abuse of black, sianenlby
southern slaveholders, amalgamation was seen as an affront to white wonfanhood.
Anxiety about racial mixing found expression in two competing depictions of the
mulatto. On the one hand, because Caucasians were already representagpasidhease, the
presence of white blood in an individual had to be championed as an enhancement and mulattoes
were generally considered to be more intelligent than Negroes. FredergkaBs’s oratorical
and literary skills were often attributed to his white heritage, rather thas ldelck?®® On the
other hand, this somewhat favorable depiction of mulattoes opened up the theoreticdityposs
of “breeding out” Negro characteristics through successive generatisestially “erasing”
racial difference through the course of time and generations. This pogsiivdidtened the
stability of the racial categories that were being established.dén tw maintain the categories
and the racial characters these claims were built on, scientists liak Blugt (1804-1873)
described mulattoes as being of weak constitution, diseased, and, if not staadd, then as
subfertile. Some scientists claimed that the offspring of a mulatto woulddvglévithin four
generations. Sorisio sums up the consequent points: “White identity, then, could never be
obtained through amalgamation; the only outcome racial mixing could produce was the
degeneracy of the Caucasian race and, by extension, the breakdown of Americartysrosper

(26).

%7 See SorisioFleshing Out America25-27 for an useful discussion of white fearsmialgamation.
% |n My Bondage and My Freedomouglass’s second autobiography, he makes a marked attempt to claim

his heritage from his mother. He emphasizes hithents literacy and intelligence and suggests tiimbwn literary
skill is owing to her lineage.
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“Whiteness,” as a racial category, included, on many levels, notions of natiam#lide
and national manifest destiffylt almost always included the belief in white or Caucasian
superiority over all other races. For example, Louis Agassiz (1807-1873pmasiimt “The
Diversity of the Origin of the Human Race”(1850) that the fact of “differesgg®f men,
inhabiting different parts” of the earth, “presses upon us [whites] the obhdatisettle the
relative rank among these races, the relative value of the charactersrge@adieh, in a
scientific point of view” (457)° Furthermore, he insists “human affairs with reference to the
colored races would be far more judiciously conducted, if, . . . we were guided by a full
consciousness of the real difference existing between us and them . . . ratlgrttieating
them on terms of equality” (Agassiz 460)Thus, Agassiz argued for the superiority of the white
race and, consequently, white responsibility for determining how the otheioragigsto
conduct themselves. Reginald Horsman studies the development of scientific tanigsida
nationalism and American expansion. He contends that the discourse about whiteness
emphasizes the “race’s” Teutonic origins—German and English stock—and elyeseétitds

upon an “Anglo-Saxon” identity. Anglo-Saxons, then, have a duty, on the one hand, to study the

% Robert Levine’s recent study considers nineteestitury American authors as critics of their owstdnical
moment and the narratives it produced about natimhrace. See LevinBjslocating Race and Nation: Episodes
in Nineteenth-Century American Literary Nationali§@hapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 2008); Foudies that
show how race and nationalism are intertwined, Beter Coviellojntimacy in America: Dreams of Affiliation in
Antebellum Literatur¢Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 2005); David Guédg, The Racial Stat@ ondon:
Routledge, 2002); Birgit Brander Rasmussen, Erindflerg, Irene Nexica, and Matt Wrajhe Making and Un-
Making of Whitenes®urham: Duke UP, 2001); Dana Nelsdtational Manhood: Capitalist Citizenship and the
Imagined Fraternity of White Mefuke UP, 1998); Theodore Allelmhe Invention of the White Race: Racial
Oppression and Social Contract volahdThe Origin of Racial Opression in Anglo-Amerigal. 2 (New York:
Verso, 1994 and 1997); Saxton Alexandére Rise and Fall of the White Republic: Classtiesland Mass
Culture in Nineteenth-Century Ameri¢idew York: Verso, 1990); Reginald Horsm&®gce and Manifest Destiny:
The Origins of American Racial Anglo-Saxonig@ambridge: Harvard UP, 1981).

" Louis Agassiz, “Diversity of the Origin of the Ham Race” The ChristianExaminer and Religiousliscellany
49 (July 1850): 141-145, in Louis Ruchames, Bdcial Thought in America: From the Puritans toréttam
Lincoln. Vol. 1. (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1968h7-61.

™ bid.
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guestion of race, and on the other, to spread Anglo-Saxon “civilization” throughout the world
(Horsman 116-1577%.

The belief in white racial superiority fueled American expansionism ancedffalitical
justification for Indian removal. It also contributed to a sense of fataligiregard to Native
Americans, a sense of their impending extinction as a “race.” Indiameration was
inevitable, from this point of view, because of a foundational, physical inferi@gyBow’s
Review a monthly magazine published first in Charleston in 1846, but later in New Orleans by J
D. B. De Bow (1820-1867), a friend of Josiah Nott and defender of Nott’s racial viealgzed
the problem of the Indian, concluding: “Do what we will, the Indian remains thenistia He
IS not a creature susceptible of civilization; and all contact of him with the veloiéeis death.

He dwindles before them—imbibing all their vices, and none of their virtues. He can nbemore
civilized than the leopard can change his spots. His race is run, and probaldypeeftraned

his earthly mission. He is now gradually disappearing, to give place to a higheofdodergs.

The order of nature must have its course” (I3MheDe Bows article actually considers a
degree of white responsibility for Indian decline—the establishment of huotirigéncial

profit, exposure to new diseases like small pox, and the introduction of alcohol into Indian
communities—but ultimately suggests that a core inferiority makes Natigiéans

vulnerable. Their inferiority is simply an expression of “nature” and Indiéermination is a
return to a natural order where whites are always at the top.

What is more, for ethnologists and their adherents, the physical features ofyhelbod

the story, not only of race, but of the intellectual and moral qualities as well. Adrtieetsne

"2 HorsmanRace and Manifest Destiny.

3“The Indians of the United States—Their Past, TReesent, and Their FutureDe Bow’s Review 16.2 (Feb.
1854): 143-49.Making of America Journdhrticles U of Michigan. Web. 18 May 2010.
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the scientific language of “observation” and the figurative language of vigibik being
applied to the developing notion of “race,” the concept is also gathering meanings thabre
precisely,nvisible. Mental, physical, and behavioral qualities and capacities are understood to
attach, indivisibly, to bodies. The raced body lives out its racial charactristannot vary,
alter, or improve its racial lot. Though the process of genetic inheritance wadyot ful
understood in the early nineteenth century, the notion that offspring carry traits pbtteats
was well recognized. Prominent physical traits of the parents, like compleixade, are often
reproduced in the children. In this way, race was recognized as inheritable inctoenérely
understood manner. Thus, while race is being defined in terms of the visible, theoeais al
least a half-recognition of some othevisible core, a secret at the heart of race. This invisible
core of race appears in twofold fashion: firstly, as an imperative thatrtiisneed body will
speak the truth of race and, secondly, as the supposed claim that a seriesafiadtele moral
traits characterize racial and national groups. The field of phrenologeisaample of this first
manifestation. Ethnographic studies linking racial groups with intellectual),raoch
behavioral traits and capacities are examples of the second manifestation.

The imaging of race as visible is more than the simple claim that radedsadbde
through the eyes, or that race is based on skin color. Whereas race could have beed asag
a distinction perceived, like class, through speech or mannerisms, it was insthazkedras
visible. The production of race as visible has to do with simplifying race inte\ddénce. The
visibility of race streamlines the process by which race is perceiveeladr There is no need to

interpret race, such a depiction implies. Race is readily apparent bytksegtitew suggests. By
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eradicating thgprocessof perception, race as visible simplifies fireductof perception, race
itself. Thus, the end product is the view of race as visible, self-evident, exterdalatural?
Figuring race as visible lays the necessary groundwork for readingRace’s supposed
self-evidence means that race can be read in the same way every tintlee Betaphor of
reading race has space for deeper meanings, as well. Reading cancatso@atate invisible
notions of race, because of reading’s association with interpretationmpheation that race is
a visible text, but also one that holds invisible meanings, is made possible through nethphor
connection with reading, a concept that already neatly holds both a notion of immediate
comprehension and reflective interpretation. In this circuitous way, thepfaukisonances of
reading provide the structure to organize a notion of race that is both visible analenvisi

externally read and internally governed.

Reading the (In)Visible

Reading operated as a key technology in the dissemination of scientiffa.rdtiwould
be an oversimplification to say that race existed primarily on the pagesffsriesatises, but
there would be an accuracy in insisting on both race’s constructed status, and arthia¢ tlae
form of race which we inherit from the antebellum era is a concept langelyged within the
scientific community. To emphasize the production of race in the scientific goitynauring
the eighteenth- and nineteenth-centuries is not to deny the determigsgeal people played

as they negotiated the complicated economic, legal, cultural, and personaicdyoirelations

™ lan Finseth argues that concepts of nature infdmugions of race and racial identity in the eayional and
antebellum periods. Race develops through thealegtiences and images of the natural world aéddibcourse of
both pro and anti-slavery forces. See lan Freléfioseth, Shades of Green: Visions of Nature in the Literatf
American Slavery, 1770-18§8thens: U of Georgia P, 2009).
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between people situated in diverse power positions, nor is it to suggest thaheamals
operated in a “scientific” context that was separate from the widerragutilieu, but it is to say
that the particular form of race elaborated in antebellum Americamaghat, while influenced
by real life and earlier views of race, was produced by the scientifimaaity” in their
exchanges with each other and unique to the intellectual perspective, methodahohies, a
evaluations of Ethnology. The natural sciences, in particular, were transfohmingtid view
of Western culture by challenging deeply held religious beliefs anditstingt them with a
sense of natural order or Law. Natural law was often figured as followingtfr®fimind of
God,” as a conscious or unconscious way to harmonize Christian beliefs with thaerdificsc
tenets.

The conversation carried on by American researchers of race occurrégimpsnt or
by letter. Though Samuel George Morton (1799-1851), Nott, George Gliddon (1809-18b57), a
Agassiz were known personally to each other, they came to these relationisiaihsby
reading each other’s work and they maintained their personal and professionalionanect
through letter writing and published works. In other words, they used the technolatdjesla¥
to establish relationships amongst each other and to exchange data and thedrgstekis,
they could try out premises and get responses from other researchers,|vett them to
develop a sense of themselves as a community. Over time, this community workedreuset

of common values, methods, and theories and these could be shared with the reading public at

5 By referring to the “scientific community” | watm establish a shared paradigm or way of viewirgvtiorld
according to the scientific method of observatiod data collection. | do not want to overstatedbgree to which
this diverse group of researchers, some physicgme not, constituted a “community.” Nott compéad about
his isolation in Mobile, Alabama and the lack ofleagues with whom he could share ideas. Mortanefe attack
by clerics. Agassiz, Nott, and Gliddon were chadied on religious grounds. Each, in their sepaxates,
struggled with a version of isolation from peenst through letters and the exchange of their pbhbtiswork, the
“American school” of Ethnology established its oiwternational reputation and developed its pecwliews on
“race.”
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large through publication in magaziné$kace, as a topic of scientific discussion, depended
largely on print because the print technologies and distribution of the nineteenth ediotueg
for a conversation to develop among theorists widely and differently situated, both
geographically and theoretically. Importantly, print technologies anddis#iibution brought
the theoretical conversations of a small group of scientists into the hands of cdntelessed
individuals, some of whom picked up the pen themselves to add their own views to the
discussion.

This crossover between “scientists” and less credentialed individuals whoalvoate
race, especially in the popular journals and magazines, demonstrates aeahiliyyfin the
discipline of Ethnology. The field was also distinguished by a strong reltampersonality.
The main players in the study of Ethnology were intensely loyal to each otherdegree of
personal loyalty developed by Nott and Gliddon for Morton and his work is apparent in the text
of Types of Mankind The volume includes a steel-engraved portrait of Morton, a dedication to
him, and a memoir of Morton written by another of his followers, Henry S. Ratieas
Philadelphia doctor and Professor at the College of Pennsylvania. Nott includegdernys
from Morton’sCrania Aegyptiacgd1844) in his own essays in the text. The memoir even
includes an excerpt from Morton’s own youthful poetry. THyges of Mankindtrays from a

strictly “scientific” publication, as do many of the platforms in which the ddgists published

® The group of researchers writing and theorizingubace in the early to mid-nineteenth-centuryrfed, what
John Swales would call a “discourse community,"smrciorhetorical networks that form in order to waowards
sets of common goals” (9). See John Swa&esre Analysis: English in Academic Researchr&xtt{New York:
Cambridge UP, 1990). Many linguists have since eda the term “communities of practice” to bettescribe
the shared enterprise of such communities. Whairit to highlight here is not only the communitypoéctice
constituted by the American School of Ethnology, &lgo the degree to which ethnologists wrote lrger, public
community. In order to do so, they needed to &ridnguage which could convey the specificitedeirttheory
without isolating non-specialists. The conceptezfding served as a metaphor that could bridggapebetween
specialists and non-specialists alike, by presgniimfamiliar premises and “scientific” data througke metaphor of
an already familiar and comfortable process, readFor more about “communities of practice, sea Ah Johns,
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their work. For the most part, the “American School” of Ethnology published in popular, rath
than peer-reviewed publications. Even in these popular sources, the usual decorum and
standards of debate were suspended to in order to accommodate the heated exchaabe of r
theorists. In an 1845 note from the editor, $oeithern Quarterly Reviesomplained about the
“attic-salt” used in these exchanges and warned that decorum was suspendedlawanea

of discussion” “on thesinglecondition that it be for the advancement of science” (148; italics in
original).” Despite the leniency of expression some publications allowed in the discussion of
race, science itself had already established its reputation as “calnspadsibnate,” as
somehow above its own practice (148).

All told, antebellum discourse about race reflects a degree of infoyraalita looser
standard of scientific warrant for the claims made by theorists than wd naunally expect
today under the umbrella of science. Nonetheless, the growing professicmalifatcience
during the nineteenth century meant that the race conversation was not a casustead, it
partook of a cultural authority that was developing around the concept of Science, astgust
method of inquiry, but as a means of acquiring the Truth. The importance of print teabsologi
should not be underestimated for spreading the message of racial theoristag Readi
essential to race’s dissemination. Though concepts of race get worked out intdealgtions
between individuals, the particular form of scientific racism produced iraetfereneteenth-

century imagines the scrutiny of bodies as a process of reading, a poweafphaonett the time.

Text, Role, and Context: Developing Academic adies (New York: Cambridge UP, 1997) and Etienne Wenge
Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, andrtity (New York: Cambridge UP, 1998).

" The Southern Quarterly Revie@ 15 (July 1845): 148-190rhe Making of America Journal Articled) of
Michigan. Web. 18 May 2010.

8 Ibid.
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Jean Louis Rodolphe Agassiz, a Swiss zoologist and geologist, was a leadingptopon
of the theory of polygenesis. A professor at Harvard from 1848 until his death in 1873,
Agassiz’s work is important, not only because he was one of the first natuhstgie for
separate creations from a scientific point of view, but also because, Bakeyeexplains,
“Agassiz’s legacy is not only the statues, schools, streets, and museums ird@ambr
[Massachusetts] emblazoned with his name but also the bevy of students who wehesunder
tutelage at Harvard University. He trained virtually all of the prominet professors of
natural history during the second half of the nineteenth century”™(¥jassiz’s work had
lasting influence on the fields of ethnology, anthropology, and zoology well into the next
century. Agassiz came to the United States in 1846. Already a prominent naturalist in,Europe
Agassiz was contracted to deliver a series of lectures for the Lowdlitesluring the year. He
spent the time between his arrival in Boston and the start of his lecture savielsyd the east
coast meeting and talking with prominent scientists. When he arrived in Philagéighssiz
was eager to meet with Morton at the Academy of Natural Sciences. Heddhorton’s
work, marveled at his large collection of crania, and the two became fast friends

Morton, a noted Philadelphia physician and professor of Anatomy at Pennsylvania
Medical College, who amassed a collection of over 1500 human skulls—the world’s largest
collection—known in the scientific community as “the American Golgothads one of the
first theorists of race to employ scientific methodology in his woMorton began the
collection in the 1820s to address the lack of anatomic studies of crania. He published the

findings of his work in the 183%rania Americana Crania Americanapublished with 78

" Lee D. BakerFrom Savage to Negro: Anthropology and the Consibnof Race, 1896-1958Berkeley: U of
California P, 1998).

8 Morton’s collection is now held at the UniversifyPennsylvania’s Museum of Archaeology and Antlogp.
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illustrated plates and a colored map, assembled the measurements of thiecapeaicity of

human skulls, collected mostly in America, and divided into five different cagésgethe five
races described earlier by the German anatomist, Johann Frielinobribach (1752-1840).
Morton’s measurements indicated that Caucasian skulls had the largest rdapawly and
“Ethiopian” skulls the smallest. This information was used to support the conclusion that skull
capacity indicates brain size and that brain size is a fair measurellagjentse, and, therefore,
capacity for development and civilization. Morton’s findings, though lauded at thertim
medical publications such as tAeerican Journal of Science and Amsceived greater
prominence when they were picked up first by Carl Gustavus Carus (1789-1869) who included
Morton’s table comparing skull capacity in an 1849 work and later, by Joseph Arthur de
Gobineau (1816-1882), who also reproduced Morton’s table.

The long-lasting and profoundly destructive influence of a work like Gobineau’s
Inequality of Human Racg4853) eclipses the significance of Morton’s publication.
Nonetheless, Morton’s work is an important signpost in the history of race beicposes
down the path of scientific racism, particularly to the belief in a biologicasbar race.

Morton begins searching the body for evidence of racial difference. Theptahckfferent
races (and, therefore, differences between these races) was nothimgtinew830s when
Morton was collecting and measuring his skulls, but these races weréedadifierently by

different theorists and the source(s) of division were not seen in stricthcphteims.

8 Blumenbach divided humans into five racial group@@aucasians, Mongolians, Malayans, Ethiopians, and
Americans.

82 Morton’s results have since been discreditedatiwairacy of his methods and his handling of dasdiemged.
See Stephen Jay Goulthe Mismeasure of MaiiNew York: W. W. Norton, 1981).
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Language, culture, and geographical habitation were seen as equally taisifjcatory
categories.

Morton’s Crania Americanand its follow-upCrania Aegyptiacanfluenced Agassiz’s
stance on the origin and creation of humans, but, perhaps, even more so, Agassiz’s egperienc
in the hotels of Philadelphia shaped, quite markedly, his future attitudes ancetiee dw later
produced. Agassiz’s revulsion at his first encounter with black people is palpableatiehbe
wrote to his mother in December 1846. He describes the black waiters:

All the domestics at my hotel were men of color. | can scarcely exjorgesi
the painful impression that | received, especially since the feelinghénat
inspired in me is contrary to all our ideas about the confraternity of the human
type and the unique origin of our species. . . . Nonetheless, it is impossible for me
to repress the feeling that they are not of the same blood as us. In seeing th
black faces with their thick lips and grimacing teeth, the wool on their head, their
bent knees, their elongated hands, their large curved nails, and especiallylthe livi
color of their palms, | could not take my eyes off their face in order to tell them t
stay far away. (gtd. in Wallis 103)
This experience becomes transformative for Agassiz. Just the yearmpaaeries of twelve
lectures on the “Plan de la Création” in Switzerland, Agassiz had argued gngleehuman
creation moment described by the Christian Bible. After his stay in Piptadehowever,
Agassiz’s sensation that African-Americans were not “of the same bésouropeans informs
his anthropological views. In his subsequent Lowell lectures, Agassiz cotgraidiprevious
support of monogenesis and argues instead for the separate creation of races gfWhictans
he ultimately defines as separate species. In November 1847, Agassiz spdeltestd,

South Carolina, declaring the diverse origin of the races and, what is mor@grisiat “the

brain of the Negro is that of the imperfect brain of a 7 month’s infant in the womb of the’ White

8 Brian Wallis, “Black Bodies, White Science: Thie® Daguerreotypes of Louis Agassi&merican Art9.2
(1995): 38-61.JSTOR Web. 17 May 2010Part of the original letter from Louis Agassiz tie mother, Rose
Mayor Agassiz, Dec. 2 1846, is available, in Frenmcthe Agassiz Papers at the Houghton Libraryybial
University.
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(gtd. in Stanton 100). With the publication of three articles in the Unit@maistian Examiner
in 1850 and 1851 in which Agassiz argues, first, that animals were created in distinct a
separate geographical regions and, second, in “Diversity of the Origin of thenHRace” that
human beings were also created in separate, distinct geographical zorredefine race,
Agassiz’s position as one of the country’s foremost proponents of the theory of polygesesis
fixed.

Agassiz’s description of the black waiters gives early evidence of hisdimgrbelief in
Negro inferiority and demonstrates his fear of racial difference. \Whpatrticularly significant
about the letter, however, is the representation of race that it contains. Anthérea Agassiz
insists on the difference between himself and the “men of color,” on the upsefahies
belief in the unity of man, on the “blood” which divides the races, he also dwells, witharsorm
energy, on the (exaggerated) physical characteristics of the black bodesheAgassiz details
the faces, lips, teeth, hair, knees, hands, nails, and palms of the waiters to déeramstra
emphasize their difference from him, a difference he feels so extréma¢llye marks it, not just
once, but through eight physical signifiers of (racial) difference. Yd&payn Wiegman
reminds us “the significations attached to the body—the culturally spéetighistic attention
to skin, hair, breast, brain size, and skull shape, for instance—are not the preraetéoaiiof
difference, but a deeply problematical and asymmetrical productioff’ e “problematical
and asymmetrical” significations of racial difference suggest attseemenacing to Agassiz that
he is eager to put physical distance between himself and the waiters. ButgnihiGasily, he

combats this perceived threat through classification. Dating from thidiksrencounter with

8 Robyn WiegmanAmerican Anatomies: Theorizing Race and Gen@Burham, NC: Duke UP, 1995).
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“black” people, Agassiz’s theory of human creation changes. Henceforth, meailiain the
theory of polygenesis and classify human beings into separate and distines.speis
particular episode makes plain the degree to which scientific theory apdrtiples which
undergird it are influenced by factors outside the purely intellectual, and, pemiéally, the
way in which classification serves not only to define but also to diffuse the thredlt [pps
difference.

Classification and the categorization of individuals into racial groupingsaitly
becomes Agassiz’s way of organizing difference, but it is also his neéansducing it. He
begins by bemoaning the “painful impression” created by challenges to Hiscitutz|
convictions. He doubts himself, painfully. This doubt, however, is immediately recouped by
“us” versus “them” position: they are not of the same blood as uAgassiz begins to divide
“the confraternity of the human type” immediately upon the spot before aientisic”
evidence in support of this classification can be gathered. In fact, it isiAgaamotional
impression that serves in this case as his scientific evidence. He camess the feeling” of
difference, so he pursues an explanation of what starts as affexdifference between “us”
and “them,” moreover, is a difference of “blood.” Like the term, “race,” “bloodinisther
signifier whose meaning varies widely, and, like race, it has been used tdandinship or
belonging to a group. When the concept of “blood” begins to be deployed in the development of
this new, scientific form of race, it carries the older meanings of kinshiphateduation, but
also brings a deeper sense of physicality, earthiness, and mystery. Blgdgsscal reminder
of mortality. Literally, one cannot live without blood, but it also serves to suggestajive
properties; blood is the life force. To invoke the concept of “blood,” then, is to bring, unstated,

all of these resonances into the conversation and to bring them in unexamined fashioare“they
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not of the same blood as us.” Blood adds an invisible difference that sorts peoplesigboiest
categories which are indissoluble. One cannot change one’s “blood.” Linking ateiotef
physical trait, like “blood” to the concept of race is critical to race’s pgtas@n immutable
difference.

In the letter to his mother, Agassiz’s text performs the very differencef \sbirepel
him. Agassiz describes the waiters with animal-like imagery. They hiae& fips” over
“grimacing teeth,” “wool” in place of hair, and their hands, in particular,raeged as animal-
like. With “their bent knees” and long, clawed hands, the figuration here isychparllike, a
comparison that was typical of nineteenth century EthnologgZrdnia AmericanaMorton
depicts African Hottentots as the “nearest approximation to the lower animalse women
are represented as even more repulsive in appearance than the ménB¢&0).Wallis
explains the context: “In nineteenth century anthropology, blacks were ofteeditliang the
evolutionary ladder midway between a classical ideal and the orangutan” (Ejproduction
of Ethnological images depicting the races, such as the drawings reproduacgtand\
Gliddon’sTypes of Mankin@1854) often represented Africans with exaggerated features—a
backwards sloping forehead, forward-jutting jaws, and a large brow. Many ofirteeges were
based on the work of Dutch taxonomist, Peter Camper (1722-1789) who developed a method of
measuring “facial angle.” Camper maintained that the facial aegéaled an individual’s place
along a line of progress from animals to humans. Camper describes his techniqasuwinge
the proportions of the profile, from the forward most point of the forehead to the forward most
point of the jaw: “When | made these lines incline forwards, | obtained the faceanttique,

backwards of a negroe; still more backwards, the lines which mark an ape, a dog, &ship

8 Samuel George MortoGrania AmericangPhila.: John Pennington, 1839).
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(gtd. in Wallis 53). In Camper’s depictions there is a clear line of relabom &nimal to
African.

The physical features that Agassiz focuses on—hair, lips, hands—would have been
familiar signifiers of difference to antebellum Americans from “blackf minstrel shows,
where white performers would dress as slaves, blacken their faces, anchgéleégro” music
and dance, though these signs may have been less familiar to Swiss-born &yhsssz
European mothé¥f. Just as the minstrel show appropriates African-American music, dance, and
speech for its own purpose, Agassiz’s letter appropriates Africaniéandrodies as exemplars
of racial difference, as products of reading. The fact that race could be etfasma series of
reproducible signs—Dblackface, dialect, costumes, music, and dance—in the heydayichhme
minstrel shows, from the 1830s-'50s, points to the fact that race inheres in thesé signs o
difference and is recognized within them. That is, to maintain its potency amivper
substance, the supposed differences of race must be repeated again and again, $ch asint
blackface performance. Yet, in Agassiz’s text, the waiters are nos act@r stage, but actual
individuals employed by a Philadelphia hotel. Agassiz’s reading of black bodiesyer
difference. The African-American men Agassiz describes, unlike tokfate performers, do
not have “wool” for hair, or claw-like hands, yet their bodies are read in this degnady. For
Agassiz, reading becomes the means through which difference is perceived amkroeived,

difference structures, not only his reaction on an affective level, but hes$ tta@ories, as well.

% For a compelling account of race and the minsinel, see Eric Lott,ove and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and
the American Working Clagdlew York: Oxford UP, 1993). See also, Mary @ndersonTheater in America:
200 Years of Plays, Players, and Productiéew York: H. N. Abrams, 1986).
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The repetitious nature of racial discourse can be profitably analyzed thrmugbtion of
the “performative,” described by J. L. Austinkiow to Do Things With Wor#isand revised by
Judith Butler'sBodies That Matte¥ Austin considers occasions where speech is more than
descriptive, but an action instead. Such utterances constitute in the act of speaatexRurts
Austin’s concept of the performative to address materiality and nonverbangts in an
evolving theory she calls “performativity.” Butler argues that lagguend discourse produce
the materiality that it claims to describe:
The body posited as prior to the sign, is alwagsitedor signifiedasprior. This
signification produces agffectof its own procedure the very body that it
nevertheless and simultaneously claims to discover as that prieichdests own
action. If the body signified as prior to signification is an effect of sigtifia,
then the mimetic or representational status of language, which claims tigat sig
follow bodies as their necessary mirrors, is not mimetic at all. On the ggritrar
is productive, constitutive, one might even argagormative inasmuch as this
signifying act delimits and contours the body that it then claims to find prior to
any and all signification. (30; italics in origin&pdies That Mattgr

This precise phenomenon is apparent in Agassiz’s letter, where the verySéatiselates,

come into being as raced through his articulation of ffiem

87 3. L. Austin,How to Do Things With Words955. Eds. J. O. Urmson and Marina Shis¥.e@. (Cambridge:
Harvard UP, 1999).

8 Judith Butler Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits oB% (New York: Routledge, 1993). Perhaps
Butler's most important revision of Austin is to weaway from the notion of the performative as etroda
particular speaker as agent, and to move towauthearstanding of “performativity as a specific mitglaof power
as discourse” (187). Butler sees the performats/successful only to the degree that it perforitisimdiscourse a
repetition of norms authorized within that discuescommunity.

8 Neither Austin, Butler, nor I, would suggest thatguage acts alone to shape the materiality oielsodAustin
notes, from the first, that performatives rely upincumstances that arappropriate and it is very commonly
necessary that either the speaker himself or @#eons shouldlso perform certairotheractions, whether
‘physical’ or ‘mental’ actions or even acts of wite) further words” (8; italics in original). Butt discusses
perfomatives as succeeding “provisionally” becdtisat action echoes prior actions, amctumulates the force of
authority through the repetition or citation of aiqr, authoritative set of practicesWhat this means, is that a
performative ‘works’ to the extent that it drawsa&md covers over the constitutive conventions bickvit is
mobilized” (227; italics in originalBodies That Mattgr
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Repetition is the key to the discursive and rhetorical success of race. Agassizede
the waiters using animal comparisons and placing special emphasis orabl@gires which
had come to carry the discursive weight of race. Agassiz’s racial dessiygicome
performative as they repeat or cite these previous articulations of rdoe pgrotess, regulating
future productions of race. In Agassiz letter, then, we read Agassiz'isfrafrhis racial
encounter, but we also read, between the lines, Morton’s portrayal of African dtsttent
Camper’s illustrations of African facial angles, the blackface pedoo®s of minstrel shows,
and countless other discursive depictions of racial difference. Citatioroofpticulations of
race, establishes and maintains an authority attached to those astisileéich time they are
deployed. Furthermore, his production of race as defining and frightening irdltlenmethods
of scientific inquiry he will pursue and the conclusions he will draw in his future workcen ra
Thus, Agassiz’s letter, absurd as it is in its depiction of black men—who actexd/asts in the
hotel and posed no threat whatsoever to Agassiz—as animals, and difference hse#tasing
and fearful, in this discursive economy, reads as plausible, not as outrageous.rétegeas
intellectually questing, open to rethinking and the challenging of Agagsinisassumptions
about human unity. Certainly, Agassiz’s mother would have read it in these inteljectual
complementary ways. What becomes obscured in these readings is the degrele to w
Agassiz’s depictions of African-Americans cite earlier representsof race and, importantly,
the degree to which race as a performative does not “work,” would not suatbedit these
repetitions.

Lastly, in Agassiz’s letter we see the construction of naturalist asvebsd he fact of
Agassiz’s gaze is just as crucial to the version of race his text produsab@fnominal content

of the letter. Agassiz’s gaze structures difference as at once taptiaiad fear-inducing: 1*
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could not take my eyes off their face in order to tell them to stay far.’awdnus, the difference
Agassiz figures as race is visible, fearful, and best negotiated ahmacgisexactly the set of
experiences available to Mrs. Agassiz as she reads her son’s letter.

In such a way, at the very moment invisible aspects of race are beingsesibli
ethnologists are simultaneously emphasizing race in visible terms. sThaen though
ethnologists insist that each race embodies a set of “invisible,” unaltphgisieal, mental, and
behavioral characteristics that are inheritable by offspring, theyradst that race is a visible
guantity. Skin color comes to bear the burden of this simultaneously visible/invididxd®ica
For, the very visibility of race makes concrete the “invisible” charsties each race is
supposed to embody. Thus, Agassiz’'s commentary points to a critical reductivenesstite
in order to represent “race.” Race can be made “real” through visibkelikaiskin color, facial
features, eye color, hair type, etc. Yet, these visible traits alone do matishyabout the
individual who displays them, unless the physical traits themselves aressegnesentative of
other, more telling, invisible traits. These invisible traits tell the stbfyace,” of “blood,” the
story of supposedly immutable intellectual and moral characteristics ¢éhatasked on the body
precisely as skin color, facial features, eye color, hair type, etc. fHuesgomes to be seen.

Just one example of the visible, scrutinized, raced body is found in a set of
daguerreotypes produced for Agassiz. In 1850, Dr. Robert W. Gibbes, son of one of South
Carolina’s first families, an expert on American paleontology and an allettor of scientific
specimens, assisted Agassiz in creating a photographic record of Africatypes. Gibbes
arranged for a local daguerreotypist, Joseph Zealy, to record a group ofistages. Gibbes
himself recorded the names of the slaves, their African origins, and their swaeres. They

produced 15 daguerreotypes in two formats. The first group of images show the&ladeyy,
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naked. They are photographed from the front, side, and rear. The images show body shape and
emphasize posture and proportion. The second group of daguerreotypes are of the heads and
naked torsos of three men and two women slaves. These images focus on the shape of the head
in phrenological fashion. In each of the daguerreotypes, which purport to befiscstundies of
racial difference, we see the production of race as visible and as (eyetitacle. What we do
not see, but what is equally part of this formulation, is the seeing, but unseen viewies. Wal
suggests the connection between the exotic and the seductive; the black bodglzecome
spectacle to be viewed, an exoticized pleasure to be consumed, but also a ditbelbence t
derided, disavowed, and denounced. He develops the significance of the daguerrédhges:
emphasis on the body occurs at the expense of speech; the subject is alreayggokiown,
owned, represented, spoken for, or constructed as silent; in short, it is ignored.r \montise
the typological photograph is a form of representational colonialism” ($\&d)i. The
daguerreotypes perform a kind of colonial conquest in the field of representat®mpbrtant
to recognize that the images are not neutral, precisely because they ubeosbt

In similar fashion, the textual construction of race we find in the work of ethntsdigis
Agassiz, Morton, Nott, and Gliddon is not neutral science either. Nott, in particidaritysof
simply inventing the evidence he sought. For instance, Nott insisted that blacksiesdwere
separate species. His evidence for this was the statement that mutagasfertile, which he
maintained as fact. Of course, no such infertility exists between any huroas,”naor was
there reason in the nineteenth century to believe that it did. Nonetheless, Mottswere
made vociferously and they received wide attention, despite the fact tleatviieno scientific
evidence to support his beliefs. Whereas Nott's work was often based on metiemepéter

researchers, like Morton, produced data to substantiate their claims. Mortomes cra
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measurements were extensive and carefully recorded. He did, however, mae cruc
methodological errors in not considering how height or gender might impact upon cranial
capacity and in throwing out aberrant samples. Though Morton’s results have beeghiyorou
discredited by twentieth century scientists like Stephen Jay Gould, Goulsl edon of
knowledgeable, intentional distortion of his findiri§\Notwithstanding, Morton’s attitudes and
expectations clearly informed the accuracy of his results. Morton himself deklyms the
social/cultural pressures which influenced his work. He writes to Nott tHeichanderstated
the strength of his views on polygenesi€irania Americanadecause he “feared they would
lead to some controversy with the clergy” (Mortof ISurprisingly, this expected controversy
never materialized and, consequently, Morton advised Nott that he felt thewtarigly“finally
concede all” on the notion of separate creation$ Popular opinion certainly conceded the
notion of polygenesis. Horsman argues that the “differentiation into superior anarirdees
had gone so far that by 1850 practically all of the most important writers oimrAogerica
believed that there had been separate Creations of the different races, and thmugh ma
periodicals tried to straddle the fence on the issue, practically alhgeegublicity to
polygenetic views” (157).

The claim of white supremacy was an even easier sell to white Ameaca it often

relied on a notion of natural ordefhe Southern Quarterly Revigan influential Southern

% See GouldThe Mismeasure of Man.

1 Samuel George Morton, “To Josiah Nott.” 29 J@%0L Josiah Nott and George Glidd@ypes of Mankind: or,
Ethnological Researchers Based Upon the Ancientuvi@mts, Paintings, Sculptures, and Crania of Ramed,
Upon Their Natural, Geohraphical, Philological, aiiblical History: lllustrated by Selections frotine Inedited
Papers of Samuel George Morton, M.D. (Late Pradidé the Academy of Natural Sciences at Philadelplnd
by Additional Contributions from Prof. L. Agassiz.ID.; W. Usher, M.D.; and Prof. H. S. PattersonM 7" ed.
(Philadelphia: Lippincott Grambo & Co., 1855).Making of America 2005. 27 May 2010. Web.
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magazine which widely covered matters of race in the 1840s and 50s, published authors on both
sides of the creation question, but all seemed to agree on the subordination of blacke ‘tifecaus
natural, unalterable, and eternal inferiority. Samuel Cartwright (1793-1862), a New Orleans
physician and professor at the University of Louisiana, declared that the Waga “slave by

nature” and detailed supposed physical differences between blacks and whitesethaed

blood that was “blacker than the white man’s” and a brain that was sffia¥iet, Nott and

Gliddon’s Types of Mankin@1854), was, perhaps, the most influential of all the racial tracts
published in the 1850s, possibly because it was so polemical.

Types of Mankindraws together essays from several of the leading proponents of
polygenesis—including Agassiz, William Usher, excerpts from Morton, a merhdlorton by
Henry Patterson, and, of course, essays by Nott and George Gliddon. The tone thisughout
imperious, learned, and, most of all, “scientific,” in the sense that the rfese@resented as
examples of the scientific method, though the claims are often based on meienasse
citation. The text includes an epigraph from Byron that highlights Nott and Glgldwa@reness
of the influence of their work on, not only the developing field of Ethnology, but the degree to

which Typesmight influence political and cultural contexts, as w&Words are things; and a

9 Southern Quarterly Revie®] (Jan. 1852): 175.

% samuel A. CartwrightDe Bow’s Reviewl1 (July 1851): 65. Cartwright was also congideto be an authority
on diseases which seemed only to afflict Negrdes. instance, in 1851, Cartwright identifies tweatses specific
to Negroes: “Drapetomania,” an illness which causlaves to run away, and “Dysaethesia Aethiop@alisease
which causes troubling behavior known as “rascdlifijhe slave so afflicted was liable tdd much mischief,
which appears as if intentional, but is mostly agvia the stupidness of mind and insensibility &f tierves induced
by the disease. Thus, they break, waste and destarything they handle,--abuse horses and catitiar; burn or
rend their own clothing, and, paying no attentiorhte rights of property, steal others, to replabat they have
destroyed. They wander about at night, and keephialf nodding sleep during the day. They sligbtrtivork,--cut
up corn, cane, cotton or tobacco when hoeing if, fas pure mischief. They raise disturbances vtithir overseers
and fellow-servants without cause or motive, arefrsé be insensible to pain when subjected to pumést.” See
Samuel A. Cartwright, “Diseases and Peculiaritiethe Negro Race.’'De Bow's Revievt0 (Feb. 1851): 119-128.
Cartwright's “diseases” may be more familiar togmet-day readers as signs of slave resistancey@gt's
confusion is almost laughable except for the ra¢ibn that it is his deeply held belief in blackeriority that made
him identify signs of resistance, independence,iatalligence among African-Americans as patholabic
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small drop of ink, / Falling, like dew upon a thought, produces / That which makes thousands,
perhaps, millions, think.” The epigraph suggests the potency of language and its pdiger to a
the conditions of our lives. Its inclusion at the beginnin@ygfesimplies a hope that the text

will provoke the thought of “thousands, perhaps, millions,” but it also underscores theamport
recognition that the literary world of imagination and ideas often provides dggnative
constructs for scientific research, just as reading serves as the mepiegaework for the
discussion of rac®.

Nott’s contributions td@ypesmake many of the same arguments that other proponents
of polygenesis make—that humans are the products of several, distinct creatanthemn one
Biblical creation moment, that each creation involved a particular race etidathespecific
characteristics and capacities, and that these racial differareceatural and permanent. He
takes the argument one step further to insist that the races are also speaiate

The races of mankind . . . the Jew, the Celt, the Iberian, the Mongol, the Negro,
the Polynesian, the Australian, the American Indian, can be regarded in no other
light than as distinct, or as amalgamations of very proxirsptxies.When,

therefore, two of these species are placed beside each other for comparison, the
anatomist is at once struck by their strong contrast; and his task is narrowed dow
to a description of those well-marked types which are known to be permanent.
The form and capacity of the skull, the contour of the face, many parts of the

skeleton, the peculiar development of muscles, the hair and skin, all present
strong points of contragiNott 411; italics in originafy

% See Thomas Kuhn, “Metaphor in SciencBfie Road Since Structurgéds. James Conant and John Haugeland.
(Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2000). and Nancy Stejphe,ldea of Race in Science: Great Britain, 18866
(London: MacMillan, 1982).

% Josiah Nott and George Glidddfypes of Mankind: or, Ethnological Researchers Badspon the Ancient
Monuments, Paintings, Sculptures, and Crania ofdRaand Upon Their Natural, Geohraphical, Philolcaji and
Biblical History: lllustrated by Selections frofnet Inedited Papers of Samuel George Morton, MIDatg
President of the Academy of Natural Sciences daédliphia,) and by Additional Contributions fromd®rL.
Agassiz LL. D.; W. Usher, M.D.; and Prof. H. S.teeton, M.D. 7" ed. (Philadelphia: Lippincott Grambo & Co.,
1855). I. Making of America 2005. Web. 27 May 2010.
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Nott's language is forcefulHe presupposes an educated, “white” reader and refers regularly to
this group using “us” and “our.Horsman detail3ypés reception and its widespread
acceptance. For the most part, contemporary opposition to Nott and his views canfefrom t
Northeast and largely from the clergy. They objected to Nott’s claims of paggefar more
than they opposed his belief in natural, racial differences (Horsman 148-52).

Part of Nott's success, on a rhetorical level, is his thoroughness in providing detail, e
if he has little or no scientific evidence to support the material he citdbe Bbove excerpt,
Nott elaborates “strong points of contrast” in the bodies of the differerst aacklists multiple,
physical differences, whether there are any actual differences.olmamother instance, Nott
forestalls thorough investigation of a topic, but informs the reader that he has no mewd of
information than is provided: “Our limits do not permit a detailed analysis, nor is such
necessary, as the few prominent facts we shall present are quite sufificitet purpose in
hand, and will at once be permitted by every reader who is at all competentue {hiss
discussion” (182). Interestingly, in this construction, “competent” readeeslitide need of
information and find themselves in complete agreement with Nott. The text allopwacefer
dissent and defines competence as agreement. In this case, the “idedtoredeicted by the
text proves to be Nott himself.

Over and over throughout the text, Nott makes overt rhetorical gestures toartdeca
reader’s tacit agreement with the argument presented. For instan¢es &dkowing claim:

“The authors confidently trust, that the antiquity of Negro races, no less thaerthanence of
Negro types . . are questions now satisfactorily set at rest in the minds of lettered anficcient
readers” (Nott 271; italics in original). Nott’s tactic is certainly not nomeindeed, even

remarkable. It is a familiar authorial technique to encourage the readgugscence. What
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deserves mention, however, is the fact that Nott links “lettered” and “dwérgaders. Not

only does this rhetorical maneuver class “scientific’ readers with theselg possessing the
cultural literacy referred to in the term “lettered,” but it also @saott’'s own text within this
class by virtue of its culturally literate readefis¢pesderives a kind of authority from such
inferences, especially to the degree that the inference is not scaitiyizeaders. When Nott
addresses the reader directly, he does so to influence the reader toward his tygroosnc
“Reader! Let us imagine ourselves standing upon the highest peak in Abyssthtaat our
vision could extend over the whole continent, embracing south, east, north, and west: what
tableaux-vivantsvould be presented to the eye, no less than to the mind!” (Nott 191). Nott's
words recall Caldwell’s 1811 “mount of vision”; the language of vision predominages thi
discussion of race, as well. But what gets “seen” in this excerpt is Afligargsin
“irredeemable ignorance and savagism” (Nott 191). Race becomes a vistatlandf human
worth—one’s innate capacity for civilization, learning, and development.

As surely ag'ypesconstructs its own “ideal reader,” it also constructs its author. Not
only does Nott assume a certain writing posture as author of the text, but he aéstsstingg
science itself is the true authorbfpes and, most importantly, of the data itself: “Science. . .
can make ‘these dry bones speak™ (Nott 267). For Nott, written texts revezshim
discernable ways. He implies that we can only know the “truth” of the past,dgge&in
written texts, but as the written record is limited, we can have only pamballedge of the past.
Science, however, holds the answer to this lost, unreadable past:

There was . . . a time before all history. During that blank period, man taught
himself towrite; and until he had recorded his thoughts and events in some form
of writing—hieroglyphics, to wit—his existence prior to that act, if otherwise

certain, is altogether unattainable by us, save through induction. The historical
vicissitudes of each human type are, therefore, unknown to us until the age of
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written record began in each geographical centr@natomy however, possesses
its own laws independently of history. (Nott 414; italics in original)

The study of human anatomy becomes the “ideal text” because, unlike writteratextsny is
no partial record. The body will tell its own story, its own history; Nott inspl&t he can read
the text of anatomy, accurately providing an account of the past.

Nott’s historical account involves strong racial attitudes. Among the Egyptaal
texts that Nott writes about are “numberless portraits of Negro races. dsmdithem are
represented as slaves, as prisoners of war, as fugitives, or slain in tHeyedemes” (253).
“Time,” Nott maintains, “as every one can now see, has effected no alteration yevamsier
to the New World, upon African types (save through amalgamation) for 3400 years dde/nwa
(Nott 255). Nott asserts that Africans are inferior and presents exploitatioenofas natural,
even desirable. He claims that neither time, nor education, nor better livingj@whdan do
anything to improve the lot of the African “type.” More disturbingly, Nott répdist compares
African people to animals. He references Agassiz’s claim: “Profsg\galso asserts, that a
peculiar conformation characterizes the brain of an adult Negro. Its dewegibpaver goes
beyond that developed in the Caucasian in boyhood; and, besides other singularities,iit bear
several particulars, a marked resemblance to the brain of the orang-onéaRrolessor kindly
offered to demonstrate those cerebral characters to me, but | was unabtghdusiay in
Mobile, to procure the brain of a Negro” (Nott 415).

Putting aside the irony apparent in the scholarly generosity and mannerlitresdioh
Nott and Agassiz treaach othemwhile they compare their fellow human beings to apes, in this
excerpt, Nott suggests a scientific justification for the comparison, but doestumltyainclude
it in the text. One can almost feel his disappointment in being unable to “procure theflarai

Negro.” He goes on to detail multiple supposed differences between the diodlifegsans and
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Europeans. The African body shows differences in the head, feet, spine, ribs, buttecks, pel
scapulae, muscles of the legs and arms, and the abdomen, and breasts of the’ (Nettress
415). The “coarse and ugly” African face also betrays racial differeratenihintains
(Burmeister qgtd. in Nott 415J. Again, Nott’s evidence for racial difference involves citation of
another ethnologist’s claims. Where Nott does include his own “evidence,” he offers a
“comparison of crania” and declares “it may be safely assumed, as aldanethat where
important peculiarities exist in crania, others equally tangible beloing tseime organism”
(414). As the head indicates, so does the body, Nott asserts. He claims that the body is the
outward manifestation of the inner matter and that the internal capacittsefie outer body, in
a kind of mutual reflection: “In a word, the whole of Africa, south of 10° N. lat., shows a
succession of human beings with intellects as dark as their skins, and with accephali
conformation that renders all expectation of their future melioration asogmadtdream,
philanthropical, but somewhat senile” (Nott 185). Here we see that blacknesg®psratmotif
indicating mental dimness and Otherness, among other qualifiastt insists that the position
of Africans cannot be improved. In this way, he absolves Americans of responfibistavery
and presents it as the natural condition of Africans and their descendants. Asianaddit
rhetorical assault, Nott casts any readerly doubt as senility. Those \agoegisire not only
mistaken, in Nott’s view, but mentally incapable.

Thus far we have seen that Nott places great value on the scientist’stalyiiayl

accurately from written texts and, he insists, from the body itself. IroHosving passage, Nott

" Nott describes African facial features by incluglilong excerpt from Dr. Hermann Burmeister, zgglo
professor at the University of Halle.

% Toni Morrison would, no doubt, view Nott's refemento darkness as an example of what she callscsfism.”

See Toni MorrisonPlaying in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literanatgimation (New York: Vintage Books,
1993).
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reiterates his view that written texts inscribe the past, but he also caeplica picture. This
time Nott conflates the production of written texts with the production of racfatelifce. That
is, in this passage, we literally see Nott inscribe racial differeneef@anction of writing, of
making texts. He laments that all ancient cultures didn’t leave writtendseof their
anatomical features: “Had every nation of antiquity emulated Egypt, and péedetua

portraits of its own people with a chisel, it would now be evident to the readeatitatype of

mankind. . . is by nature as indelibly permanent as the stone-pages upon which Egyptians . . .

have cut their several iconographies (Nott 246; italics in original). Nott cesfae
permanence of stone carvings to the permanence of racial types, suggestexgjahdifference
is natural. Implicit in this comparison is the supposition that texts of various kiods;[sages
or “raced” bodies themselves, can be read by an astute reader and that readsapiglly, a
discernment of difference. Nott suggests that he himself is an astute reademseygliently
presents his reading of racial types. But Nott’s license to read the texialfdifference has its
limitations. In order to disseminate his views, Nott must produce his own text. In gp doin
Nott’s text is also opened up to the interpretation of an astute reader. In the atzopg ae
see Nott direct his own reader to the conclusions he wants the reader to findcehstatural
and unalterable. Still, Nott's heavy-handedness in pointing the reader to the “evident
conclusion, uncovers the potential unreliability of the reader. What if the reautrpersuaded
by the stone-pages which inscribe race?

Science steps in to mediate this unreliability between reader and texsktpesed by
reading. Nott declares: “Man can invent nothing in science or religion belhéald; and all the
truths which he discovers are but facts or laws which have emanated from ttoe. Cidla

science, therefore, may be regarded as a revelation from Him” (61). Angithdwy God,
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revealing the “truth” of creation, Science emerges as the singléylagtmeans of interpreting
the natural world: “If we wish to predict the future, we must ascertain thosegndamental
laws of humanity to which all human passions and human thoughts must ultimately be subject.
We must know universal as well as individual man. These are questions upon which science
alone has the right to pronounce” (Nott 54). Science, then, reduces the threat ressdints pr
reducing multiple, possible interpretations to those following from a singldigara

Science may not have all of the answers, Nott concedes, but it is reliably steéed
laws governing the phenomena of Nature, if as yet often inscrutable, arthaless
perdurable” (431). Nott's emphasis in this passage is the inalterabilityurhhattocesses. He
makes the argument that human types or races have existed as distinctesatggecies, even,
since time immemorial. But what is also at play in his statement is thediabiity” of natural
law. In Nott’s formulation, nature is unchanging, even if mysterious. The supposeddss
of nature is intended to cover over its fathomless qualities. Yet, the supposition isnett enti
convincing. For one thing, if the natural phenomena Nott describes were so “perdinalyie,”
would be less difficult to understand. But more to the point, Nott's formulation of Negure
“inscrutable” reopens the question of interpretation and the more or less detgrrole of the
interpreter. Gone is the surety of Anatomy as definitive text. Gone is tla wdtScience as
revelation from the Creator. Gone, too, is Nott's easy assumption of interpretioetsut
Either the texts of Nature, human crania and other “dry bones|[,] speak” cleangyaa not.
Nott's argument has relied upon the claim of self-evidence: human cranietelith of the
body and the person within. But despite ethnologists’s insistence on the selcevodiéme
body, the practical study of the natural sciences always involves anaetaiit of information

and consequent hypothesizing.
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Thus, the concept of reading emerges out of the discourse around race as a principle
which helps to bridge the gap between scientific data and the unknown. In other wordg, readin
becomes a strategy for coping with conceptual breaks between scientifas datacollected
and the conclusions which are ultimately drawn from it. Reading can serve as animgganiz
metaphor here because reading, like the scientific method of data collectiorpatiteBizing, is
also a multi-step process that involves confronting an unfamiliar text, gathgniagtscal data,
interpreting it, and ultimately comprehending it. In this way, reading aff@metaphor that
worked to familiarize the scientific method. The most prominent features dlang process
and the reader’s role within it become the expressive model for talking about, tauy,caad,
indeed, inscribing race as a performative.

By representing himself as a reader of texts and his scientific mettibd more familiar
process of reading, Nott can insist on the authority of his interpretatiores giihg nominal
recognition to Nature’s inscrutability. Because as a reader, Nogipiative process is
familiar, it goes unscrutinized. The comparison between the scientific metidmttepracticed
it and the reading of unfamiliar texts may not be an apt comparison, but it is onewbst se a
rhetorical level, to liken the two processes. Once scientific observatioeadidg have been
aligned, Nott’s conclusions seem to follow from a familiar process, as Wels, they don’t
bear scrutiny the way they might if the methodology that produced the conchasisns
perceived as unfamiliar. The scientific method was fast gaining acce@adcultural
authority in the early nineteenth century, but it was not already assurezhohpnce.

When Nott speaks of Egyptian “stone pages,” he is looking to establish authority for hi
interpretation of races as permanent, distinct groupings of people. Nattis gather their

perceived strength through his rhetoric, not his scientific evidence. By pneskistiown
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methodology as if it were the conventional process of reading, Nott does severahtlungs.
He establishes a scientific methodology as familiar and recognizableherefote, trustworthy.
He gives structure and order to this process, as if the drawing of conclusiorscientific data
were akin to inferences made while reading. He presents himself asstinotthy practitioner
of this science. And he writes race as an interpretation of anatomicabiettte order of the
already commonplace process of reading prose. Ultimately, this uselioigrea a metaphor for
his own process—in effect, concealing the gaps of his demonstrable knowledge and obscuring
his fabrication of race—allows Nott to insist on race as “natural” and “pemntiambile
appearing to simply draw these conclusions as if they follow from his data.

If antebellum scientific discourse produces the raced body as a text, thewy iedte
skeleton of that body. As much as reading becomes a way of representinfaraderizing
and disseminating racialist thought—making “the dry bones speak,” it is alartt@wvork by
which nineteenth-century notions of race are structured and organized. Readingsasetiae
discernment of difference, the means through which race can be perceived andegerieos’s
travel narrativeThe Narrative of Arthur Gordon Py(@838) anticipates this conjunction of
bodies and texts around the topics of race and reading. Published sixteen yeaig/pefore
Pymplays out the naturalization of race through reading and examines inscriptioos iof ra
tablets very similar to the Egyptian stone-pages Nott so eagerly readBoeretoves the
guestion of reading away from strictly literary forms and explores the qoesees of reading

and readers in bodies made readable by the text(s) of race.
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Threatening Blackness: Poe and the Restricted Read

Of all the “visions . . . of shipwreck and famine; of death or captivity among barbarian
hordes; of a lifetime dragged out in sorrow and tears” that make up the mental wgsdéan
young Pym, eager for a life of adventure on the high seas, and, ultimately, thetipeidieed
plot line of Poe’sThe Narrative of Arthur Gordon Py(i838), perhaps one of the most pivotal
scenes is Pym and the Native American “half-breed” Dirk Petersedestthe soapstone cliff
on the island of Tsalal (Poe 4590t only is this scene interesting as a rendering of what Poe
described as the “spirit of perverseness,” that “unfathomable longing of the seulitself,
but it is also key to understanding the play of power and powerlessrigdas (850; italics in
original)>®

His “imagination growing terribly excited by thoughts of the vast deptho/be
descended,” Pym becomes more and more frightened to continue down the side of the cliff t
where Peters is waiting for him below, until:

At length arrived that crisis of fancy, so fearful in all similar cases, t
crisis to which we begin to anticipate the feelings with whictskaad!

fall—to picture to ourselves the sickness, and dizziness, and the last
struggle, and the half swoon, and the final bitterness of the rushing and
headlong descent. And now I found these fancies creating their own
realities, and all imagined horrors crowding upon me in fact. (553; italics
in original}®

Against his own interest, Pym lets go of his hold upon the make-shift rope: “For one moment

my fingers clutched convulsively upon their hold, while, with the movement, thedtainte

% Edgar Allan Poe, “The Black CatThe Selected Writings of Edgar Allan Ped, G. R. Thompson (New York:
W. W. Norton, 2004) 348-355. For another treathoéithe perverse see Poe’s “The Imp of the Peevers

10 Edgar Allan Poe;The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym, The Selecteifivgs of Edgar Allan Poged. G. R.
Thompson ( New York: W. W. Norton, 2004) 429-5&ubsequent references are to this edition.
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possible idea of ultimate escape wandered, like a shadow, through my mind—in the next my
whole soul was pervaded witHanging to fall a desire, a yearning, a passion utterly
uncontrollable. | let go at once my grasp” (Poe 553; italics in original). Famaent, Pym
remains suspended there, but then “there came a spinning of the brain; a shritkgganddi
phantom voice screamed within my ears; a dusky, fiendish, and filmy fitpo@ isnmediately
beneath me and, sighing, | sunk down with a bursting heart and plunged within itsRoms” (
554). Luckily, Peters catches him from below and Pym remains unharmed.

Poe’s fascination with the perverse signifies his interest in power dgsgarticularly
in overthrows or shifts of power. At the coreRyfm,for instance, are questions about how
power works, how it can be undermined from within or seized from witHeytstages revolt,
allowing Pym to “try on” the role of the subjugated as if in a kind of play-acting. Wieen t
scene ends, Pym will be restored to his “rightful” position of supremacy and cetortiee
“civilized” world, but for the moment of play-acting, encapsulated within the dedegm falls,
falls, falls, sighing and sinking into the arms of “a dusky, fiendish, and filgayd,” reminiscent
of the “black-skin warriors” of Tsalal, as well as the black, African-Acaa slaves that

populate and threaten the order of the antebellum Southern world and {35yohais

101 Recent trends in Poe criticism have recognizedhtivel's relation to the subjects of race and siaviough
there is little agreement on Poe’s political positivith regard to these issues. Many critics, rfiysaong them,
see Poe as a proslavery writer, but exactly wheatdgial attitudes were and how they influencedaising and life
becomes more difficult to reconstruct. For a dision of the problematics of Poe and race, seeesheboddu,
Gothic AmericaNew York: Columbia UP, 1997) 73-80. John Cammsve and Joan Dayan were among the first
to contend that race is a crucial theme in Poe'skwd erence Whalen argues that Poe exemplifiesrage racism”
for his time and place, but maintains that Poeestaway from specific pronouncements on slavenordier to
guard his marketshare. John Carlos Rowe, DanahNeBavid Leverenz, and J. Gerald Kennedy, in their
respective arguments, make the case for readiegee of intended racism in Poe’s work and a degfregcialism
in his texts that goes beyond intention. Ed Whitere recently, insists that in reading Poe we reraaare of
texts “as projects of cultural praxis,” as “attem transform the world (even if that means trarmfng our
understanding)” (105). He maintains that the candé racialism in which Poe wrote is more thantest, but the
very matter of his text. See Rowe, “Poe, AntelmlBlavery and Modern CriticismPoe’s Pym: Critical
Explorations Ed. Richard Kopley (Durham: North Carolina UB92) 117-38, and “Edgar Allan Poe’s Imperial
Fantasy and the American FrontieRRbmancing the Shadow: Poe and R&ds. J. Gerald Kennedy and Liliane
Weissberg (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 2001) 75;1Dayan, “Amorous Bondage: Poe, Ladies, andeSlav
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suspended moment, Pym experiences overthrow and loss of power. The placement bf the clif
scene in the novel (after the natives have killed the crew dfie Guy is important. Pym has
undergone a displacement of power. Where once, the crew of the ship were, seemingly, i
command, now the “black-skin warriors” have supremacy. The cliff scene perfamsyichic
consequences of the overthrow. It plays out a fantasy of defeat at the hands of tleedppres
Other.

Yet, Poe dwells on Pym’s anticipation of the fall, rather than his actual disagnf
because Poe is not interested in examining the psychology of the defeated, but of thd,powe
and the possibility of defeat from within. By dramatizing éiperienceof defeat, but
preserving Pym from any lasting harm, in this incident, at least, the novel &lows$o explore
an alternate subject position—that of the subjugated—and yet the experience eegaames of
play-acting. When Pym comes to himself, safe in the arms of Peters, mardgom Pym feels
himself “a new being” (Poe 554). Shortly after Pym and Peters reach the lobtioencliff,
they are rushed by several islanders. They fight and the islandersede“lethving [Pym and
Peters] completely masters of the field” (Poe 555). Pym’s subject posisdreba restored to
the category of “masters.”

What a close reading of this scene reveals isRyatenacts the violence that maintains
the slave system and performs the logic of oppression, where one is alway&aiihgoth)

oppressor/oppressed. Questions of power, and fear of the loss of power, are the cermnas probl

American Literatures6 (1994): 239-73; Whalen, “Average Racism: Pdayery, and the Wages of Literary
Nationalism,” Romancing the Shaddids. Kennedy and Weissberg 3-40; Nelddre Word in Black and White
Reading “Race” in American Literature, 1638-18@New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1993) 90-108; Lever,
“Spanking the Master: Mind—Body Crossings in Pog&nsationalism,”A Historical Guide to Edgar Allan Poe
Ed. KennedyNew York: Oxford Univ. Press, 20G1Kennedy, “‘Trust No Man’: Poe, Douglass, and tbelture of
Slavery,” Romancing the Shadadids. Kennedy and Weissberg 253; White, “The Ow@uotang Situation.”
College Literature30.3 (2003): 88-108.
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around whiclPymrevolves, and these concerns do not remain neatly contained within strictly
political categories or represented as discrete literary motdgheR the movement of power—

the shift of power from one hand to another by means of violence, or the maintenance of power
by means of ideological control—pulsates thro&gimin multiple ways. By considering the

ways reading is depicted and how race is figurdéyim we look, ultimately, at Poe’s

experiments in how power works. What we discover is that anxiety about the loss ofgower i
depicted as a threatening blackness which, through a twist of raciatibopsyy, is contained

by restricting and displacing the act of reading.

Reading as Foreclosure

TheNarrative of Arthur Gordon Pyrastablishes the difficulties of interpretation early in
the tale. In the beginning of the second chapter, the narrator alerts his:réaderaffairs of
mere prejudicepro or con, do we deduce inferences with entire certainty, even from the most
simple data” (Poe 440). This statement proves true in the rest of Pym’sveaggpecially
when confronted with data that are anything but simple or famMgmis a confrontation
between the fantastic and the everyday world of the reader. In craatingaginary voyage that
purports to be the “real” narrative of Pym'’s journeys in the South Seas, Poedringbtividing
line between fiction and nonfiction. “The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym” waspublished
in installments by th&outhern Literary Messengar 1837. Originally written as a first-person
narrative under Poe’s name, when it came out in a single volume in 1838 as the work of the
fictional Arthur Gordon Pym, Poe needed to craft an explanation for the “discyg&pan

authorship. He added a preface which described the work as the collaboration of both Poe and
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the fictional Pym. The preface, ostensibly written by Pym, explains th&®d#, hearing of
Pym’s adventures and his reluctance to write an account of his travels hinfeedfi@fvrite a
narrative based on Pym'’s journey. Because of the fantastic quality of Rgny'sPoe publishes
the work as fiction. Thugfymis the tale of an imaginary voyage described as a real travel
narrative put before the public originally as a fiction.

Poe’s intentional blurring of the fictional and non-fictional was quite successfuln Kevi
Hayes recounts the multiple misunderstandigsspawned. Some readers found the narrative
unconvincing because they took it as a travel narrative and found it too-eviderdghalized.
Others understood that the narrative was intended as fiction, but believed thatPAmn was a
real person trying to deceive readers with a preposterous tale disguisgtl.astill others
perceived both the narrator and narrative as fictions, but doubted Poe’s authorshigdayes
67)1°¢ These various (mis)readings are not simply the result of the carelesgyriealits of
unsophisticated readers, for Poe’s narrative deliberately plays witbrilaergions of travel
narratives and readerly expectations. To begin with, the very genre of thadextdiscussion
was not firmly established for readeBurton’s Gentleman’s Magazinde New YorkEvening
Post,and the New YorlAlbion were among those papers which revieRgthas an imaginary
voyage. They compared Poe’s text (unfavorably) to other well-known imaginaage®)ylike
Swift's Gulliver's Travels More’sUtopia, and Robert PatlockEhe Life and Adventures of
Peter Wilkins The BritishMonthly Reviewon the other hand, treatBgmin a column called
“Novels of the Month” and faulted it for its lack of a moral and ascart and ouromance”

(Hayes 67-68). Depending on the forum in which readers were first fanatdasighPym they

192 K evin HayesPoe and the Printed Wor@ew York: Cambridge UP, 2000). For the reactiohcontemporary
readers, see also, Richard Kopley, “Readers Whliaeteenth-Century Annotations in Copies of thest-i
American Edition of Poe'$he Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym,” Nineteenth-@ewy Literature 55.3 (Dec. 2000)
: 399-408.
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may have gone to the text with certain generic expectations suggestedéyidhethey had
read:®

One confounded expectation of almost all readers is surely Pym’s authoring of the
“Preface.” By the 1830s, readers had come to expect that introductory mateddlbe written
by an author, an editor, or sometimes a patron, but not by a character of theenerifatiow.
Pym'’s appearance outside the boundaries of the, to readers, recognizably pctiboas of the
text, disrupts narrative conventions, but more tellingly disturbs the boundariesibéttiea
and non-fiction from which “fictional” texts establish their scope and limits. fittienal Pym’s
presence in the preface is not the only violation of convention in the preface, howeveweFor, P
also appears in the preface. Pym refers to Poe, “lately editor bttieern Literary
Messengérand his role in encouraging Pym to write an account of his journey: “He strongly
advised me, among others, to prepare at once a full account of what | had seen amsh@nderg
and trust to the shrewdness and common-sense of the public—insisting with grebilipfausi
that however roughly, as regards mere authorship, my book should be got up, its very
uncouthness, if there were any, would give it all the better chance of beingdegs truth”
(Poe 432). Yet, the circumstances referred to here are entirely fictigmalddes not exist,
despite the fact that the preface suggests that he does, and Poe does exidhelésgithat the

preface suggests he engaged in wholly fictional conversations and dealings.

193 3ames Machor’s helpful “Fiction and Informed Reaglisuggests that nineteenth-century readers vereated
in interpretive conventions by the reviewers ddriitry texts. See Machor, “Fiction and Informed dReg in Early
Nineteenth-Century America.Nineteenth-Century Literaturd7.3 (Dec. 1992): 320-48; see also Machor,
“Historical Hermeneutics and Antebellum Fictionei@er, Response Theory, and Interpretive Cont&esiders in
History: Nineteenth-Century American Literaturedahe Contexts of Resporisd. James L. Machor. (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins P, 1993) 54-84. For more, spedifiedout Poe and his relation to print culture, Sheresa
Goddu, “Poe, Sensationalism, and Slaveiyfe Cambridge Companion to Edgar Allan Rk Kevin Hayes (New
York: Cambridge UP, 2002).
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Moreover, the preface’s very conformity to other conventional aspects ofgoyefat
remarks causes more readerly confusion. Readers who may have been widadjtteerentire
preface and narrative as fictional, may have found a stumbling block in theefsefeatter-of-
fact tone and characteristic content. Pym speaks of his inadequacies as, diwriéar that the
document before the reader may not convey the entirety he intends, and his heshangatt
before the public at all. Only after the urging of 8muthern Literary Messengeteslitor and
the subsequent publication and success of the first portion of his narrative, can pansulaeled
to undertake the composition at all. This apology for the failings of the texbtloatd, the
explanation of why the text is made public, had by the 1830s become conventional postures in an
author’s preface and, hence, read as non-fiction.

Readers themselves find a place in Pym’s preface. He explains thiMafoe’s
publication of a portion of the narrative as fiction, “the public were still not atsdbded to
receive it as fable, and several letters were sent to Mr. P.’s addrasstlgiskpressing a
conviction to the contrary. |thence concluded that the facts of my narratiud prove of such
a nature as to carry with them sufficient evidence of their own authenéndythat | had
consequently little to fear on the score of popular incredulity” (Poe 433). Here rBgtasca
kind of readerly double as it were, Wolfgang Iser’s “implied reader,” whosenmesn the text
guides real readers to a certain, often stated, interpretdtienpreface declares that the public
is clamoring for more of the tale, is entirely convinced of the sincerityl tiel have read, and
is sure to believe the “facts” of the narrative “sufficient evidence of theirauthenticity.”
Readers who may have begun reading the preface on the understanding thattiowak how
find their interpretation challenged by the implied readers, the “public,” withitektetself and

the preface’s many claims to veracity
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Pym declares in the preface that the early portion of his narrative weeswiny Mr. Poe,
“without altering or distorting a single fact,” and the later portions weneposed by himself:
“This exposéeing made, it will be seen at once how much of what follows | claim to be my
own writing; and it will also be understood that no fact is misrepresented in tHfeviirpages
that were written by Mr. Poe. Even to those readers who have not sédesengerit will be
unnecessary to point out where his portion ends and my own commences; the difference in point
of style will be readily perceived” (Poe 433). At the same time Pym nemssseaders of the
accuracy of his tale, he is careful to attribute authorship of each portion to tbpragprperson.
Pym is so concerned with accuracy that he wants no misunderstanding of who webte whi
sections. Yet, this is the great joke of the preface. There is no “readilwpédfadifference in
style between one part of the narrative and another. Apart from the segmeats teabrded as
journal entries, there is no observable difference at all. Pym proves to be Po®& ogehiieves
to be Pym.

Twentieth-century critics have made much of the indeterminacies of théaee
searched into the narrative’s metatextual resonaRg@s'senigmatic qualities have become
almost cliché among literary scholars. It is aByimsparks a kind of perverse fascination
among critics to find a meaning in a text that seems to deny the very ptssititiaking
meaning. In an article reviewing thirty years of Poe criticism, Dougtdsnson call$yman
“interpreter’s dream-text . . . a textual vacuum begging to be filled witachng’ (47):* G. R.
Thompson suggests tHaym“exemplifies Poe’s method of resonant indeterminateness,” that it

“generates a haunting ambiguity,” while J. Gerald Kennedy describe’ait abyss of

1% pouglas Robinson, “Reading Poe’s Novel: A SpetwaReview of Pym Criticism, 1950-1980Poe Studies
14 (1981): 47-54.
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interpretation” (Thompson 174; Kenned{).But, like the face of the mysterious man in Poe’s
“The Man of the Crowd” (1840), on many levelym*“does not permit itself to be read,” that is,
with any degree of consensus as to its “meaning,” or even its “function” (Pa&2B2rhaps
this indeterminacy is the point Bfym after all. An outspoken critic of the Transcendentalists
and the “didactic” in literature, surely Poe would enjoy this critical ingtiii pinPymdown.

Yet, the difficulties in reading and interpretiRgmseem to stem, not so much from an
impenetrability of the text, as from too much availability. That is, ®itm there are almost too
many potential texts to read. In the preface alone there are severalgpessinhgs—
recognizing the narrative as fiction, but not Pym, believing both Pym and theveagextuine,
or reading both Pym and the narrative as fictions. Once readers have settlext soraé
portion of the narrative as fictive, it becomes another challenge to decide to wmteatigetext
belongs. Readers are faced with such a multiplicity of possible interpnstaat the very start
of the narrative, that knowing which one to base subsequent interpretations on is quite a
dilemma. As itis nearly impossible for readers to walk down every interppateavailable,
readers must make choices about which avenues to follow and which to abBgddrecomes
a kind of performative document of the necessity of such interpretive “choices” eeatofg as

a process of foreclosing, rather than pursuing, possible interpretations.

195G, R. Thompson, “Edgar Allan Poe and the Writdrthe Old South,Columbia Literary History of the United
Statesed. Emory Elliot (New York: Columbia UP, 1988);Gerald Kennedy,he Narrative of Arthur Gordon
Pym and the Abyss of Interpretati@Mew York: Twayne, 1995).

1% Edgar Allan Poe, “The Man of the Crowd,” The&td Writings of Edgar Allan Pped. G. R. Thompson
(New York: W. W. Norton, 2004) 232-238.

97 For Poe’s relation to Transcendentalism, see Mau8i Lee, “Absolute Poe: His System of Transcetadle
Racism” American Literaturer5.4 (Dec. 2003): 751-81; Richard GraRhmantic Dialogues: Anglo-American
Continuities,1776-186@\ew York: St. Martin’s, 2000), 128—-38; Leon ChHi\e Romantic Foundations of

the American Renaissan(léhaca, N.Y.: Cornell Univ. Press, 1987), 367—75.

91



In Pym the problems of interpretation and reading are exacerbated by the alternate
interpretations the text makes accessible on the surface of the narratibewitdered as his
readers, Pym, too, is a victim of not knowing which of the many available textetpret. In
many places throughout the narrative, for instance, when Pym is confined to the Dafiheul
Grampusor when he and Peters are suddenly buried in a landslide by the Tsalal, Pynssuggest
and then discards in turn, varying possible interpretations of the information he had.to ha
When Pym wakes disoriented from a sleep prolonged by strong whale-oil fumestshaut
conflicting explanations for his friend, Augustus’, long absence: “Some atcrdght have
happened to [Augustus]—nbut | could think of none which would account for his suffering me to
remain so long a prisoner, except, indeed his having suddenly died or fallen overboards. . It wa
possible that we had been baffled by head-winds, and were still in the near atMégtucket.

This notion, however, | was forced to abandon” (Poe 446). In this short excerpt, Pym goes
through four different, possible reasons for Augustus’s delay. He tries one ouydiudtisecard
the first as he moves to another potential interpretation. Unable to keep all foumaéivplsin
play at the same time, Pym determines to await Augustus’s return for abbtheurs on the
understanding that he will make an attempt to free himself if Augustus doesivet ar

Pym’s confusion and inability to adequately “read” the fact of Augustus'hebsis
symbolically emphasized by the complete darkness of the hull. Pym, yife@anot read the
paper before his eyes. When he comes across a note from Augustus, sent biyisvdgamf
Tiger, Pym frantically searches for some matches and candles in@ptedtice enough light
by which to read the letter. The matches spent and the candles eaten by thendexgrRyally
comes upon a plan that would allow him to read the letter, but after he

... placed the slip of paper on the back of a book, and, collecting the
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fragments of the phosphorous matches which | had brought from the barrel, I laid
them together on the paper. | then with the palm of my hand, rubbed the whole
over quickly, yet steadily. A clear light diffused itself immediately tigfoaut the
whole surface; and had there been any writing upon it, | should not have
experienced the least difficulty . . . in reading it. Not a syllable was,there
however—nothing but a dreary and unsatisfactory blank. (Poe 451-52)

It is not only a meager light source that interferes with this act of redulibhgn absent text.

Unlike Augustus’s absence which spurred several readings, this textuat@bsafounds all

reading. Pym recounts: “the illumination died away in a few seconds, and rmyikdaaway

within me as it went” (Poe 452).

Faced with a blank text, Pym cannot read. But the blankness here is not only the absence
of written words'” but also the central image of Pym’s (dhdris readers’) dilemma. Pym
cannot read the blank paper because there are no words written on it; the text islgot readi
apparent. At the same time, however, the blank text in Pym’s hand offers readéses g
opportunity to read. Without the limits imposed by specific textual featuresysdaaie
boundless range in their interpretations. By offering Pym a blank text, Pomadlesthe
unsettled reader and the possibility of excess. In its blankness, Pynr'sfieite, not a text
empty of meaning, but one that can be opened up to signify something unbounded. Yet, this
excess, this openness threatens the regulating function of discourse and itsop ogypettion
and citation.

Responding to this perceived thrdagmproblematizes the broadness of the field of

interpretation and suggests, instead, a kind of self-limitation as the ideal e$sutceading.

Indeed Pymtakes the self-limitation of reading to such an extent, that reading actuadiybg

198 This blank sheet of paper sparks controversy anRaregscholars. Elsewhere in the narrative (468)) P
explains that Augustus writes to him on the backrobld letter, a duplicate of the forged lettenirPym’s uncle.
Thus, we would expect to find writing doth sides of the paper. Critics argue over whethsrdiscrepancy is
simply an error of Poe’s or whether it suggestrgdr problematic of the narrative as a whole. d&discussion of
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displaced by the act of writing. Through the course of the narrative, Pym, whityisgiaes as
both author of the text and as readerly double, begins to minimize the range of his aiterpret
until he denies entirely the need for interpretation. In the closing p&a&gsn Pym can no
longer even recognize the existence of the text. He steadfastly averggahhg the chasms,
despite Peters’ view that the etchings in the rock are actually waitidgnaintains that the
chasms and the writing found inside them are the work of Nature, and, therefone, mequi
interpretation. This insistence on the inscrutability of Nature, that Nistai itself also a text,
is important because it allows Pym to imagine a kind of writing, a kind of authbahgartakes
of this inscrutability, that becomes itself, “natural,” fixed, unalterabiethis way, Pym suggests
a tracing of language back to its source, back to a time before the splitiostgreand
signified. The blank text of the letter serves as an image of the idealdaibleetext, a space of
pure signification, but also, conversely, as an image of, for Poe, problematicaldy br
interpretations. The blank text, then, poses both the problem and offers the solution fon Pym.
the course of the narrative, Pym seeks to reduce the number of possible readingsan order
ultimately replace reading with a kind of writing that does not necessitatpietation, or,
indeed, require a reader. The first step on this journey, for Pym, is to limit theenafn
possible interpretations his readings produce. Reading becomes a means wfriméddiction,
repression?

Pym’s inability to read the text of the letter proves temporary, asdreckatsiders that

he only tried to read one side of the letter. Repeating the same proce$elithdide yields a

the letter as palimpsest+tHe palimpsest of language itself,” see John Carlos&dhrough the Custom-House:
Nineteenth-Century American Fiction and Modern TdBaltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1982) 102.

199 see John Irwin’é\merican Hierglyphicsor a thought-provoking discussion of knowledge aarration in Poe’s
work, particularly around the concepts of certaityl self-evidence as problems of the credibleatiag. Irwin,
American Hieroglyphics: The Symbol of the Egypti@roglyphics in the American RenaissaiiBaltimore:
Johns Hopkins UP, 1983) 64-113.
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readable text, but Pym only catches the last seven woldsoti—your life depends upon lying
close’” (Poe 453; italics in original). In his excitement and anxiety, Pym was utaldad all
three sentences of the message written in “red ink” by Augustus. This tores st
interpretations offer themselves up to Pym. He is overwhelmed by the mapyatagons
drawn from the fragmentary message:
Had | been able to ascertain the entire contents of the note—the full
meaning of the admonition which my friend had thus attempted to convey, that
admonition, even although it should have revealed a story of disaster the most
unspeakable, could not, | am firmly convinced, have imbued my mind with one
tithe of the harrowing and yet indefinable horror with which | was inspiretédy t
fragmentary warning thus received. And “blood,” too, that word of all words—so
rife at all times with mystery, and suffering, and terror—how trebly fuihgfort
did it now appear—how chilly and heavily (disjointed, as it thus was, from any
foregoing words to qualify or render it distinct) did its vague syllablésafaid
the deep gloom of my prison, into the innermost recesses of my soul! (Poe 453)
Confronted with a partial text, Pym’s readings multiply, particularly atdhe word “blood,”
which, in his depression, seems “trebly full of import.”

The converse of the situation with the blank page, now, Pym is faced with many
alternate, equally frightening, interpretations: “Augustus had, undoubtedly, gsotsdar
wishing me to remain concealed, and | formed a thousand surmises as to whatilthéet
(Poe 453). But in this state of a “thousand surmises” Pym is virtually incapécitdis options
are limited by what he fearfully imagines could account for Augustus’sagesand by this
selfsame uncertainty as to what those explanatory events could be: “In a paobxigspair |
threw myself again upon the mattress, where, for about the period of a day and myghtal la
kind of stupor” (Poe 454). With so many possible interpretations, Pym is unable to fuigcess

draw coherence from the letter. Again, successful reading seemg oo thle reduction of

interpretive options, on foreclosing alternate meanings.
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Writing “Nature”/Reading Race

If, as the narrative seems to suggest, the skilled reader reads succtdssiudjiz the
elimination of possible interpretations, then by the middle of the narrativedPyetcoming a
skilled reader. Once on board treneGuy and recovered from his thirst and starvation, Pym
enters wholeheartedly into Captain Guy'’s plan to locate and record the longituldgitaide of
various groups of islands and to explore areas near the South Pole. Pym declarsgsyithh wa
feelings of most intense interest that | heard Captain Guy expressdhigioesof pushing
boldly to the southward” (Poe 523). Indeed, Pym’s enthusiasm for the project iteckitethe
narrative, which, at this point, becomes a detailed account of each of the island&gnhe
longitude and latitude where each island is located, descriptions of the landsgapetjare, and
animal life they encounter, along with a thorough history of each island’s digcowd
subsequent visits by Western sea captain§he precision Pym attempts in this portion of the
narrative exemplifies his newfound desire for scientific accuracy, ar@itesin “opening to
the eye of science one of the most intensely exciting secrets which hasgressed its
attention” (Poe 526). This longing for accuracy or that which does not require eta#iqr is
frustrated, however, by Pym’s own ill preparation, and by what the text, on anetler le
suggests is the essential impossibility of entirely reliable, staldigpnetations. As he
progressively wields more and more narrative control over his tale, the nansel/begins to

unravel this imposed stability. Pym later admits in a footnote that “I cannbg firdt portion

10 pana Nelson observantly points out the commesuidl colonial implications of Pym'’s interest in is&nds and
also his awareness of the history of Western eafitor in the region. See Nelsdrhe Word in Black and White
90-108.

96



of what is here written, pretend to strict accuracy in respect to datestumtdatand longitudes,
having kept no regular journal until after the period of which the first portion .tréateany
instances | have relied altogether upon memory” (Poe footnote 526). The detelstpd so
assiduously have been faked. They are not “scientific” records of data, butioesiea
memories

But Pym’s interest in science and his desire to give his journal the appeafance
scientific paper mask a deeper need for the unambiguous, the self-evident, uled,“nahich
takes the form of eefusalto read. When Captain Guy “fancies” that he sees a carving of a turtle
on the prow of a broken canoe found on Bennet’s Isle in the South Seas, Pym fails to @ecogniz
the design as the work of humans: “Captain Guy fancied that he made out tb@figur
tortoise, but the resemblance did not strike me forcibly” (Poe 526). By chazexgjehe
Captain’s surmise as a mere “fancy,” Pym is able to dismiss possibénegiof human
inhabitation of the island, but most importantly for himself, he is able to banish theaumtgert
contained in the image and the necessity of making sense of, that is, of readiggttbdigure.
Pym’s resistance to reading becomes more marked on the island of Tsalah@wtich Pym
knows is inhabited. From the first encounter with the natives of the island, Pyathgets
producing a series of misreadings that hold dire consequences. Pym’s readmgsvofte
comparison between that which is familiar to him and a new situation. This stohtegy
comparison is a widespread antebellum method of interpretation.

As Ronald and Mary Saracino Zboray point out, nineteenth-century readers often

compared the books and articles they were reading with scenarios from théivesyas their

11 Eor a discussion of connections between the therdesnembrance and death in Poe’s fiction witlséssin his
personal life, see James M. Hutchisg®oe (UP of Mississippi, 2005).
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correspondence attests But what is most interesting about the comparisons nineteenth-century
readers made is that they used these parallels or disjunctures betweets tieyeead and the
lives they led in order to judge the veracity of the text. In other words, tht™bf a text was
often measured against the reader’s estimation of the likelihood of plot detads “real”’ the
characters felt. Veracity, a trait highly prized by nineteenthucgmeaders, is the ultimate
indicator of a text’s “truth” or moral edification, and hence, its usefulness to thleedinm

reader. This technique of comparison ultimately produces a sense of authdwtyaader. By
comparing a text with past experience, the reader is empowered to detieranchenticity of
the plot and characters within the text. Comparison, as an interpretive tecipoitguthe reader
into a position of authority, with his or her previous experience as the expert knowledge on
which judgment is based: “On a deeper level, these texts granted the reladetyain
discussing the text, readers could pass judgment not only upon the author's ability tamender
experience believable but upon the writer's integrity as well. By makamselves the arbiters
of truth and falsehood, these readers empowered themselves” (Zboray and Zbaray 153)

By comparing a new text with familiar texts, Pym produces a readirg afew text, but
one colored sharply by preconceptions based on his past experience and biases and, most
critically, a reading which, for Pym, is imbued with a sense of authority. fiyterpretive acts
on the island of Tsalal may well prove to be poor or inaccurate, but for Pyrfediey
authoritative, based as they are on his previous experience. Yet, Poe takesogphasize that
the island is not only unfamiliar, but dis-familiar, completely foreign:

At every step we took inland the conviction forced itself upon us that we were in a

country differing essentially from any hitherto visited by civilized mere 3w
nothing with which we had been formerly conversant. The trees resembled no

112 ponald J. Zboray and Mary Saracino Zboray, “Havai\Read . . . ?": Real Readers and Their Respamses
Antebellum Boston and Its RegionNineteenth-Century Literaturg2.2 (1997) : 139-70.
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growth of either the torrid, the temperate, or the northern frigid zones, and were
altogether unlike those of the lower southern latitudes we had alreadgéchver
The very rocks were novel in their mass, their colour, and their stratificatidn; a
the streams themselves, utterly incredible as it may appear, had so little
common with those of other climates, that we were scrupulous of tasting them,
and, indeed, had difficulty in bringing ourselves to believe that their qualities
were purely those of nature. . . . The phenomena of this water formed the first
definite link in the vast chain of apparent miracles with which | was destined to be
at length encircled. (530-31)
Pym’s ability to read accurately diminishes as the gap between hisaiquesand reality
widens.
In contrast, the islanders’ perceptions seem to sharpen when faced with timeilias-fa
When Too-wit and his people come aboardJee Guytheir “astonishment .. . appeared to
be far too deep for words, for they roamed about in silence, broken only by low ejaculations”
(Poe 529). Pym’s astonishment, on the other hand, always finds expression in words. Even
when Pym is at a loss to explain an event, he produces quantities of verbiage to convey his
confusion, as he does in describing the demise of the sailors aboard the gho4t-ghip:
possible, indeed, that poison, accidentally introduced into some of their sea-stgraayma
brought about the disaster; or that the eating of some unknown venomous species of fish, or
other marine animal, or oceanic bird, might have induced it—but it is utterlysageléorm
conjectures where all is involved, and will, no doubt, remain for ever involved, in the most
appalling and unfathomable mystery” (Poe 492). In near silence, Too-wit anthtiters study
the sailors’ guns. Pym does not “believe that they had the least suspicion ofttrediuae”
(Poe 529). Instead, the islanders “[take the guns] for idols, seeing the daad wiethem, and
the attention with which we watched their movements while handling them” (Poe 529). Pym

does not realize that the islanders accurately perceive the sailorscealipon their weapons for

both physical safety and cultural authority. If Too-wit does, indeed, think the guitks as
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Pym suggests he does, then he rightly perceives the centrality of the weafensulture and
actions of the Westerners.

Pym reads the unfamiliar, new texts he is confronted with on Tsalal in temisbis
familiar to him. For instance, when he is faced with a “singular-looking land Ervirtia
“perfectly white,” “silky hair” and long, “brilliant scarlet” clas and teeth, what Pym sees is an
animal that is a combination of rat, cat, and dog: “The tail was peaked like thattodad
about a foot and a half long. The head resembled a cat’s with the exception o$+ththeae
were flapped like the ears of a dog” (Poe 527). The strange and new si@ex/as the
familiar and prosaic, even domestic, cat, dog, and rat. With greater conseqyempeo@uces
a (racist) reading of the “jet black” islanders in terms of what werdi&nriacist, imperial
scripts.

Pym’s view of the islanders draws from stereotypes of African-Araesias built for
labor, yet simultaneously lazy, ignorant, dim-witted, easily amused, and héatbpgy ot of
servitude. Pym describes the natives as physically more robust than the idrde“sd a more
muscular and brawny frame,” but “about the ordinary stature of Europeans” (Poe 3&8)hel.i
mixed race Native American/white Peters, who is built “of the most Hencuteould” and
capable of “prodigious strength when under excitement,” racial “othersapeble of a kind of
physical exertion that Pym and the other whites are not (Poe 459). Nonethelmsbngdo
Pym, they fail to make constructive use of their physical prowess. Pymbdssthe natives’
village in the most deplorable of terms and chides their lack of industry: “[t]alimys were
of the most miserable description imaginable, and unlike those of even the lowestafabe
races with whom mankind are acquainted, were of no uniform plan” (Poe 532). Not only does

Pym deride the village of the islanders, but in this statement, he goes safptaas tthem
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outside the category of “mankind.” Here, “mankind” is synonymous with the white, éaneri
sailors, with Pym, with, indeed, the white American reading public. By implioitluding the
reader among the “mankind” invoked, Pym garners the reader’s, at legstuppibrt of his
judgments.

He goes on to explicate the natives’ other characteristics—their supposethigmnand
dim mental abilities. The islanders’ speech is described by Pym asfijadpb(Poe 528). Their
manner is childlike and unintelligent: “the chief evinced symptoms of extrempessuand
delight, clapping his hands, slapping his thighs and breast, and laughing obstrgpédfiisl
followers behind joined in his merriment, and for some minutes the din was so excedsibe a
absolutely deafening” (Poe 528). At this point in the narrative, Pym is well-disposed tbea
islanders, though he understands them only in terms of his racist expectationse piaisds
them for showing “no disposition to thievery . . . Throughout the whole of their visit they
evinced the most friendly manner” (Poe 529). Pym'’s view of the islanders partakesafrte
racialist thinking displayed in Orson and Lorenzo Fowler’'s 1Bd@&nology Proved, lllustrated,
and Applied where the supposedly small size of the brains of African-Americans would inhibit
their intellectual abilities: “[the] smaller reasoning organs [of Afri¢anericans] would give
them but little depth of intellect, and a feeble judgment, with very little tébemontriving and
planning” (qtd. in Horsman 144% Indeed, Pym goes on to tell the reader, “we should have
been the most suspicious of human beings had we entertained a single thought cbpehfkedy
part of a people who treated us so well” (Poe 538). It is impossible for Pym to conceive of
treachery on the part of the islanders because “[m]atters went on . . . veaplsufoc several

days” and the islanders were, after all, “fully delighted” intaee Guis presence on the island

113 Reginald HorsmarRace and Manifest Destiny: The Origins of AmeriBauial Anglo-SaxonisfCambridge,
Mass.: Harvard UP, 1981).
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(Poe 536; 535). Most importantly, however, is his belief that the islanders werechoizlly
incapable of deceiving the white sailors. Because Pym (mis)readsitreshia¢havior in terms
of his expectation that they be simple and childlike in their dealings, he rthesasbtle clues to
their duplicity’* Moreover, because he can only (mis)read the white sailors’ abusive behavior in
terms of what he sees as an European-American’s natural right to expi@tpedples, he
cannot find motive for the islanders’ deceit.

Unlike earlier points in the narrative, where Pym produces several adternat
interpretations to explain an unknown, when Pym confronts a racial “other” he seems not t
search for explanations. The explanation is ready at the tip of his pen. He ciavasyfrom
the increasingly disseminated scientific racism saturating pubtoutise in the 1830s, 40s, and
50s. As Reginald Horsman makes plain in his careful study of the growth offgcractsm
and its role in American expansion, the discourse elaborating a “sciebaf¢s of racial
difference was used to undergird the belief in American manifest destintheBniddle of the
nineteenth-century, “the emphasis was on the American Anglo-Saxonspsaeannately
superior people who were destined to bring good government, commercial prosperity, and
Christianity to the American continents and to the world” (HorsmaiGR)en the pervasiveness
of the belief in America’s manifest destiny, a destiny sanctioned at gruoetio God and
biology, race, understood in the new “scientific” terms as a biological facistéege, becomes

just one more legitimating factor in an imperialist world view.

14 pym’s misreading of the islanders proceeds fraquite similar interpretive paradigm to the one esypH by
Melville’s Delano isBenito Cerenpwhere Delano, too, misreads the text of slaveriestion because he thinks
blacks “too stupid” to conspire against his owrllslaf perception. Melville’s story offers an incrdistance from
Delano’s reading habits. While Poe does not emdBysn’s mode of reading, either, the text doesaetn to
challenge Pym’sonclusionsabout the islanders.
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Pym’s interpretations of the islanders are both racist and colonialist. IC&utyis
looking for an economic advantage in his encounter with the islanders, for sometharg he
“turn to profit” (Poe 535), and Pym comes up with a plan, which he suggests to Captain Guy,
that exploits both the island’s resources and the labor of the islanders theriset®eksargain
was accordingly struck, perfectly satisfactory to both parties, byhwhicas arranged that . . .
the Jane Guyshould proceed on her route” while the islanders collect and dbiche de mer
an edible sea-cucumber that is sold as a delicacy in the Chinese market (Pdsats36)he
Jane Guywill return to reap the proceeds. Pym never stops to consider whether the ‘ddae be
knives, red cloth, and so forth” offered in exchange for this work are adequate conopefiosati
the effort involved. According to the racist, colonial conventions by which Pym reaidesnat
are supposed to be pleased by beads and baubles. Indeed, Pym expresses “suwprisad-wh
wit shows “contempt” for the blue beads Captain Guy offers (Poe 534). When Captain Guy
makes minute inquiries into the economy and products of the island with a view toward his own
profit, Too-wit seems slow to understand. Pym seems to attribute this slowressatoguage
barrier or, perhaps, to Too-wit's mental dimness, rather than to a leadectanek to reveal
information which might compromise the safety or resources of his people.

Though Too-wit is supposedly unaware of the use of the strangers’ weapons, when they
come to the village, he manages, quite masterfully, to place the crew in a positiertivelye
cannot use their guns. Pym’s language here reveals the extent to which tiseestngasised to
find themselves outsmarted: “[we] presently found ourselves in a situatiomgplgcul
uncomfortable, if not indeed critical. We were on the ground, twelve in number, with the

savages, as many as forty, sitting on their hams so closely around us thatlistamance had

15 ook to Harry Levin for a discussion of global éqation and national/capitalistic expansion ané.P8ee
Harry Levin,The Power of Blackness: Hawthorne, Poe, MelyNlew York: Knopf, 1970).
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arisen, we should have found it impossible to make use of our arms, or indeed to have risen on
our feet” (Poe 534). Moreover, Too-wit's warriors have succeeded in achievirtgcaltac
advantage of their own. As Too-wit leads the crew back to his village, “the paropekit (the
whole hundred and ten savages of the canoes) was momentarily strengthendteby sma
detachments, of from two to six or seven, which joined us, as if by accident, at diffensnn

the road. There appeared so much of a system in this that | could not help feelirstj ¢Rtre
531-32). Yet all the while, Pym’s depiction of the islanders as “savage,” “ignorant,”

“jabbering,” “merry,” “inquisitive,” and disorderly is calculated to ceeah image of them as
childlike and incapable of advanced reasoning.

Pym takes his Western cultural supremacy for granted, never once susettthg t
islanders might mind the exploitation of their home by the crew ofahe Guy Whereas the
white sailors walk about the island “armed to the teeth,” the “black skin wéibiong no
weapons (Poe 538). Too-wit explains that “there was no need of arms wheneditetbers”
(Poe 538). The sailors miss the irony here and simply accept this comment “in god@@art”
538). Pym and the others fail to consider their own behavior in light of Too-wit's words or to
recognize their own aggression toward the islanders.

After the massacre of thlane Guis captain and crew by Tsalal’s inhabitants, Pym and
Peters explore a series of peculiarly-shaped chasms looking for an esdapaf the island.
Even at this moment of high tension, Pym’s obsession with accuracy takes cegmetefT$ta
narrative describes the shapes and sizes of these chasms in greavhletalPym has taken
pains to record:

The pit, from its eastern to its western extremity, was about five hundmsligia
length, when all its windings were threaded; the distance from east to west in a

straight line not being more (I should suppose, having no means of accurate
examination) than forty or fifty yards. Upon first descending into the chasm—
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that is to say, for a hundred feet downward from the summit of the hill, the sides
of the abyss bore little resemblance to each other, and, apparently, had at no time
been connected, the surface of one being of the soapstone, and the other of marl,
granulated with some metallic matter. . . . The precise formation of the chlism wi
be best understood by means of a delineation taken upon the spot; for | had
luckily with me a pocket-book and pencil, which | preserved with great care
through a long series of subsequent adventure, and to which | am indebted for
memoranda of many subjects which would otherwise have been crowded from
my remembrance. (Poe 549-50)

Despite Pym’s limited means of “accurate examination,” he details itpetfzend width of the

various features of the chasms, along with the materials from which #heyaale, and provides

drawings of each chasm, labeled figures 1-5. No longer to be caught unpreparedaasita

the exact locations of the islands, this time Pym has a notebook with him, readyrdioetach

event with precise accuracy, paradoxically believing that his own acts aptrstwill forestall

subsequent acts of reading or interpretation.

In the third chasm, Peters notices “a range of singular-looking indentuhessarface of

the marl,” which with “a very slight exertion of the imagination . . . might have tsen for

the intentional, although rude, representation of a human figure standing etfeciitastretched

arm. The rest of them bore also some little resemblance to alphabedicaiters, and Peters

was willing, at all events, to adopt the idle opinion that they really were suce’5#1). But

Pym dissuades Peters from this view, finding a “scientific” explanatiothéomarkings: “I

convinced him of his error, finally, by directing his attention to the floor of thergssvhere,

among the powder, we picked up, piece by piece, several large flakes of themwrhad

evidently been broken off by some convulsion from the surface where the indentugdésumel;

and which had projecting points exactly fitting the indentures; thus proving them tbdeve

the work of nature” (Poe 551). Pym is able to convince Peters that the cut-dbts aceidental

shavings of the “avalanche,” but his attempt to dissuade Peters seems to hetefenshe
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notices the rock chips. Pym and Peters enter the chasms “scarcely [allggtfthbem]selves to
believe it altogether the work of nature” (Poe 549), but by the time Peters distwvers
markings, Pym is assured that they are not human writing. Through his detezoleting of the
contours and sizes of the chasms, Pym has exorcised the temptation to integhrapéiseas
texts and insists instead upon treating them as objects of scientific olmserddéince, though
he claims the indentures the “work of nature,” Pym reproduces the markingy @xads!
notebook, ironically creating a text from that which he insists is not made by humans.

His inflexible resistance to reading the markings becomes clear whenelgals that he
was “finally” able to convince Peters by finding the rock chips, suggesting thaichaready
tried a set of previous, unconvincing arguments. Pym’s increasing imposition diviearra
control upon unsettling experiences becomes clear in the above passage. Pym sets up his own,
possible, but not certain, explanation for the indentures and then proceeds to credatecalrhe
sense of a logical chain of eveffsFirst, Pym finds the rock chips, which could have resulted
from an avalanche or earthquake as Pym suggests, or been the work of a human with a chisel
which Pym refuses to consider. Then finding that the chips fit into the indentures ttat
they had “evidently” fallen from the surface, despite the fact that no ewd#ribis has yet been
produced. Next, Pym proceeds to claim that the rock chips “prove” his explanation, though they

only do this on a rhetorical level. In fact, Pym has no more evidence to support one view of the

18 poe’s “The Philosophy of Composition” (1846), whitetails the composition process of his poem “Rheen,”
offers an interesting parallel to this scen®ym “The Philosophy of Compaosition” outlines the tvrg process as
one in which the writer wields extraordinary cohtvger the text and, indeed, the reader, throughctirefully
calculated effect the text produces. Pym seamnar kind of control here. Speaking of “The Bkophy of
Composition,” Louis Rubin, Jr. fleshes out a polgsibading of Poe’s extreme desire for controheftext: “little
knowledge of psychology is needed to grasp theasviact that the fixation upon authorial contugdpn the
necessity for employing calculation rather than gamowhen composing a poem or story, the constesistence
that the writer must be absolute master of his niztend shape everything in the work toward a ptednined end,
are the expression of a dire personal need onvispart, and represent his effort to enforce sustigline upon
his own very intense emotional life” (129). SeauisoD. Rubin, Jr.The Edge of the Swamp: A Study in the
Literature and Society of the Old SoufBaton Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1989).
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circumstance than the other. But his insistence on removing the possibility of doukhiérom
surface of his narrative suggests a major shift in Pym’s attitude towardged€tiom his early
willingness, while aboard th@rampus to embrace alternate explanations of events, to the this
late intolerance of uncertainty, Pym’s concept of reading has solidified into tba nbteading

as the reduction of possible meaning, ultimately, of reading as non-inasigueas in the non-
interpretation of what Pym sees as “scientific” accuracies.

In the preface of the narrative, Pym declares himself certain that tiseofghis]
narrative would prove . . . sufficient evidence of their own authenticity,” a &gimeagerly
maintains by asserting that Nature speaks for itself (433). By the eythaf Rarrative, a
narrative in which, mind you, multiple explanations have been considered for every guent, P
declares Nature “sufficient evidence of its own authenticity.” When Pyrtégaretations are
most shaken by the unexpected massacre of his shipmates, Pym'’s view obeatunes
absolute. “Natural” objects and circumstances do not require investigatiorénsgif-evident,
according to Pym. Like the “apparent,” “mere natural wells” that PythReters do not “think
it worth while” to investigate during their search of the chasms, Nature doesedot ne
interpretation (Poe 552). As a text, it does not rely upon a reader’s “readiocgghition, or
interpretation.

Dana Nelson makes a related point when she explains that Pym creates ai¢atghis
binary” which privileges “self-evident Nature over manufactured art. In doifg 3s able to
displace responsibility for interpretation—the self-verifying apparataise mind—onto the
eternally inscribed text of the world” (104But what it is most critical to recognize about Pym’s
newfound insistence on the self-evidence of that which he claims as “nauthgfact that

Pym, as author of the narrative, reserves the powarttwrizethe “natural.” That is, Pym is the
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one to declare whether a thing is “natural” or artificial and he does thigbgaof writing it as
such. In effect, Pym’s act of writing literally author-izes the insiotygt in the chasm to be the
work of nature, but also authorizes, gives authority to, the statement that theiorscapé
simple, natural fissures in the rock, de-authorizing Peters’ belief thagtiresiin the rock are
writing. Pym draws on the language of science, to underwrite this authosatyrusis that
“progressing science” will “verify some of the most important and mostabglie of [his]
statements” in the narrative (Poe 460). When Pym concludes his discussion of the “istlenture
with a representative drawing and the statement: “Figure 4. presentsieat@copy of the
whole,” he does so, fully confident that the subject has been adequately developedraied rec
by true scientific method (Poe 551).

For Pym, the text of Nature requires no explanation and his representation negeals
that which is already self-evident. In this way, reading is erased, to beackphaevriting.
Pym’s act of writing, his reproduction of the figures, forestalls an agtaafingon the reader’s
part. By devoting narrative space to the argument with Peters over theljppskdiithe marks
in the rock are writing, Pym creates an implied reader in Peters. Odulglerhe seems to ask
Peters to become an implied “non-reader.” That is, he tries to control Retersf the
markings so that he, too, will deny that they hold any significance. Petktiseniserve as a
model within the text for the actual readerdgim By dismissing Peters’ views as the
“adopt[ion]” . . . [of] idle opinion,” the maintenance of a carelessly-formed ise;rym is able
to “convince him of his error,” thus suggesting the that the real reader ought to allasdon t
surmise, as well (Poe 551). Pym'’s text, his act of writing, assumes ascermder the text(s) of
the unknown native(s) writing in the rock, as well as over any alternate in&iqmse of the

inscriptions that Peters may care to produce. Writing replaces reading.
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Pym’s insistence that the inscriptions are natural and his completehilifigon this
point, demonstrate the ultimate conclusion to, and the final, ironic phase of Pym’s ever
narrowing concept of reading. Pym acts out an increasing need forveac@tirol by seizing
the interpretive authority of his own text by replacing reading, per se, igitwm act of
writing. The narrative’s closing chapters “irrecoverably lost throughattident by which
[Pym] perished” become the fruition of Pym’s attempt to replace readithgasiting (Poe 561).
Pym’s chapters have been written but will never be read by the public and become,
consequently, a text without a reader. Pym’s authorial control over the finadichaphis
narrative is complete. Yet, with the inclusion of the “Note,” by a fictionabgdioe disturbs
Pym'’s desperately sought control. The editor challenges Pym’s asseationet markings in
the rock are insignificant and provides translations of the inscriptions (562-63)ywdiabf
heighten the sense of expectancy surrounding the mysterious writing and theatoidtoded

island of Tsalal.

Performing Race

In The Word in Black and Whijt®ana Nelson puts forward a superb reading of the
colonialist enterprise in the narrative and offers a correction to literaigs who focus almost
exclusively on textual concernsitym “[the novel] clearly emphasizes . . . the problematic,
even violent basis of colonial knowledge (science/theory), subjectivity, and authorgyot
solely about absence of meaning, but about the impulses—saocial, political, economic—that
undergird the construction of any system of meanfPygmoffers a serious examination of the

guestionable motives behind the interpretive will and the real, materialcatiwfis of those
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interpretations” (Nelson 108Nelson rightly emphasizes the violence inherent in colonial
“exploration” and the exploitative, material consequences of the capitalist/expansionist
enthusiasm in whicRymclearly participates. But what is most significant about her analysis is
her recognition of the two levels on which the text works. On one léRgmis a racist text, on
another the text provides a reading that counters racist colonial ideology aadidhisty

scientific knowledge structure” (Nelson 9Bymexposes the workings of the colonial
expansionist project and the degree to which this project is inherent in the knowladgeesr

and language systems on which the novel, and antebellum American life, in gareebalsed.

In doing so, Nelson proposes titmoffers the possibility to imagine different ways of
structuring knowledge and different kinds of power exchanges that do not relyilyronar

human exploitation. As Nelson’s work suggests, it is precisely, and surpyjsmBlymis

treatment ofacethat the novel reveals itself to be more than a racist text. Yet, | would add to
Nelson’s conclusions, that it is, rather, precisely in examining the convergePggisf

treatment ofeadingand race that we are best able to develop all of the possible implications of
Poe’s doubled text.

Without considering the depiction of Pym himself as both reader and writer Wiéhin t
narrative, we miss the performative quality of Pym’s interpretive actgxtieat to whiclPym
performs the reading of a naturalized blackness and a naturalized whitenesstangraocess,
exposes the system of meaning-making that produces and then oppresses thByOther
considering Pym specifically as a reader, his attempts to seize aufrttielnarrative are made
plain. First, Pym reduces the number of alternate readings he can produce, and in,so doing
redefines reading itself as the foreclosure of interpretation. Udhndtte seeks to replace

reading with writing, as a way of negating the role of the reader erdinelgide-stepping the
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interpretive process. For Pym, reading ends in the face of self-evideme Natet, Pym himself
produces this version of Nature within the text. It is Pym’s performancdexf/&unted reading
that allows us to unravel some of the ramifications of Pym’s production of Ndtenaast
critical of which is the naturalization of race.

By carefully unraveling the multiple threads Poe weavé®ym,we begin to take in a
novel that is in one reading a racist text performing an almost hystencidring of the “threat”
of blackness, blackness as “barbarous, subtle, and bloodthirsty” (Poe 538). In arealternat
equally important readinggymperforms the act of reading as the production of cultural texts,
revealing reading in an active, productive light, rather than as the deriwaitii¢eof
“interpretation.” What this second readingRyfmholds is the possibility to come to grips with
an understanding of reading that is at once dynamic and productive, that is, cdaamdy in
relation to culture, but is also, active in the production of cultural texts.

Considering?ymin light of its performative qualities is most illustrative when it comes
to the subject of race?ymperforms the sum of white inventions regarding race. Race plainly
saturates the text, reverberates through it in, perhapsadableways. That is, perhaps, race
works inPymby not fully intellectualized, not strictly decodable meaRgmcannot be said to
be simplyaboutrace, so much as the tedts outrace. It is in the coupling of this performance
of race with the performance of reading that my interest is excited P¥oiplays out the
psychic content of race, from the colonizer’s perspective. Poe’s novel pedbleast three
major tropes of the persistence of race as a social fact: race as uhle@démmeness, race as
“biological fact,” and race as observable sign of difference. Each of tioges tserves to
naturalize the concept of race as difference and this notion of race isasetlized through

Pym’s refusal to read the chasm writing on the island of Tsalal. Pym’'ssmsgson the self-
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evidence of Nature and his endorsement of his own “scientific” investigatiorhato t
inscriptions, underwrite his refusal to even consider that the markings arerthefweople,
rather than accidents of Nature. Yet, Pym’s text actually produces the vidiatuoé it
espouses, while concealing its own productive properties. In this way, raceatsbecome
naturalized. Where Nature requires no explanation and race is a “natural” arnhblese
difference between people, there race itself requires no explanation,mpeeitatiion. Race is

understood as merely “natural,” as “scientific” fact.

Race as Fear

The trope of race as fear is acted out in the mutiny scene where a grougprsf sai
violently seize control of th&rampus killing most of the crew: “A scene of the most horrible
butchery ensued. The bound seamen were dragged to the gangway. Here the cook stood with an
axe, striking each victim on the head as he was forced over the side of the yéissaither
mutineers” (Poe 458). The fear generated here takes the form of fear ofeifotena black,
threatening Othet’ The cook, for instance, is twice described as a racial Other. First, he is
called “a negro” and later, the “black cook . . . a perfect demon” (Poe 458-59). Thedu&adk c
the most violent of all the mutineers and the only one to use an ax in the mass-muwvdetyof t
two of theGrampuscrew. Clearly, the cook embodies an image of blackness as violent and

threatening. But it is important to recognize that Poe does not produce thismnaaggcuum,

17 Despite the fact that most of the sailors engagé&be’s mutiny are technically white, the sceraatheless,
calls up fears of black insurrection. The fact th& cook, who is described as black several tiisd#st, involved
in an overthrow of traditional order, and secorrdhexd with an ax, strongly suggests a correlatidwéen the
mutiny scene and the Nat Turner rebellion, as aglther slave uprisings. For discussions ofdedrslave revolt
in Pym see Toni MorrisorRlaying in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary gimation (New York: Vintage,
1992), 31-59; Roweit Emerson’s Tom2—-62; and Nelsohe Word in Black and Whit80-108.
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but rather in the context of antebellum sociopolitical life. The cook’s weapon of ctimcax,
rings with historical and psychic significance since the ax or hatchet wpsarthay weapon
used by Nat Turner, a Virginia slave who led an uprising and killing spree insAafj1831.

Nat Turner, a 31-year-old slave and preacher led a small group of other slaves t
insurrection and the brutal murder of over 50 white men, women, and children, startimgswit
master and family. As the group moved through the Southampton, Virginia neighborhood,
killing every white they found, they were strengthened by the addition of othesstavelling
to about 40 rebels. For a day and a half the uprising continued. Both state andriznjesal t
were called to put down the rebellion. Most of the rebels were caught immediateNat
Turner remained at large for over two months. In the days and weeks that fohaneatising,
at least 100 innocent African-Americans were killed. Turner himself wiasatély captured
and later executed on November 11, 1831.

The Nat Turner rebellion remained deeply disturbing to both Southern and Northern
whites. Within days of the uprising, newspapers like the Richriowdirer were publishing
accounts of the murders and fueling fear about the threat posed by black men. Eadreghe e
descriptions of Turner’s men are rife with predatory, animal imagerycribed as “blood-
thirsty wolves rushing down from the Alps,” “the horrible ferocity of thesasters” is dwelt
upon in the newspaper article with appalled fascination (reproduced in Tragfe ®8 images
created here are frightening in their suggestion of violence, but also syraaggbrting to
whites. By imaging Turner and his associates as animalEnt@rer can minimize concerns
about the human capacity for this kind of large-scale violence and the human cagtiof, sl

while maintaining the larger fiction about blacks as chattel.

18«The Banditti,” The Richmond EnquireRichmond, Va. 30 Aug. 1831, reproduced in Henring Tragle, The
Southampton Slave Revolt of 1831: A CompilaticBafrce Materia{Amherst: U of Mass. P, 1971) 43-44.
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But what is most interesting about these descriptions is the degree to whichlihey be
their own narrative. ThEnquirerattempts to allay white fears, while simultaneously garnering
continued readership with provoking statements, like: “The danger is thought to be over—but
prudence still demands precaution. The lower country should be on the alert” (e 43ad#).

Yet, the article goes on, “The case of Nat Turner warns us. No black man ought tmitte¢e

to turn a Preacher through the country. The law must be enforced or the tragedy of Smuntham
appeals to us in vain” (in Tragle 44). As the article mentions, one specifictthaedurner

poses is his literacy. He is not, simply, a wolf, an animal who can be overdashestead,
Turner is a literate man, despite being a slave, is by all accounts guliganteand a preacher
who has the ear and respect of many slaves. ASrbeirers depiction of Turner as a brute

falls apart, a more disturbing image of Turner threatens the very rule.of law

In November 1831, when the Law has captured, tried, convicted, and executed Turner, a
Southern lawyer named Thomas Gray produces a document which purports to be thelunaltere
confession and last words of Nat Turner. Forty thousand copidsedfonfessions of Nat
Turner(1831) were published within two weeks of Turner’s execution, flooding the marketplace
with an unsettling explanation for the murders. Unrepentant and unshaken in his betieicthat
called him to “slay [his] enemies with their own weapons,” Turner dectaneself ready to
“suffer the fate that awaits [him],” but does not express regret or sorrow for whas ltne
(Gray reproduced in Aptheker 138; 148)His words, mediated through Gray, haunt

antebellum white readers.

19 Thomas R. GrayThe Confessions of Nat Turner, the Leader of the lrsurrection in Southampton, Va. : As
Fully and Voluntarily Made to Thomas R. Gray ie fArison Where He Was Confined, and Acknowledgédirny
To Be Such When Read before the Court of Southampith the Certificate, Under the Seal of the Gour
Convened at Jerusalem, November 5, 1831 for Ha {Baltimore, 1831), reproduced in Herbert Apthekéat
Turner's Slave Rebellion: The Environment, therEvilne Effect§New York: Humanities P, 1966) 127-151.
Subsequent page references to Gray are to thisitiegr
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Potent as the violence ®he Confessions in its painstaking and matter-of-fact
rendition of each murder, what seems to last beyond the murders is not only a segise of th
brutality, but also a kind of frenzied hysteria about the threat blackness podaget
Southerners. The fear is palpable in the letter one Southern woman, a Mrs.deaheers,
writes to Harrison Gray Otis: “Our whites unhappily evitme much feaof those wretches . . .
it is like a smothered volcano—we know not when, or where, the flame will burst forth, but we
know that death in the most horrid form threatens us. Some have died, others have become
deranged from apprehension since the South Hampton affair” (259-60; italicsimalpsf§ Or,
consider the words written by another Virginian to a friend in Cincinnati: ‘& hmessirrections
have alarmed my wife so as really to endanger her health, and | have noitblept anxiety in
three months. Our nights are sometimes spent in listening to noises. A corn soncglg hag
often been a subject of nervous terror, and a cat, in the dining room, will banish sléep for t
night. There has been and still ipanicin all this country (qtd. in Aptheker 64; italics in
original). This letter is written in December 1831 or January 1832, a full threartsnbnths
after the event.

All told, the total number of African-Americans dying in response to the Turhelion
far exceeded the number of white deaths sustained in the insurrection (AapthéRgrdyed
Virginia’s security response, with at least 3000 troops was more than adexqtnee¢hreat
(Tragle 16-21). White retribution took the form of vigilante lynchings, assaaitis, on the
homes and persons of free blacks, and harassment for weeks following the ufingng.
“slaughter of many blacks without trial and under circumstances of grdwrivgt was reported

in the September 17, 1831 New Ydkkas (qtd. in Aptheker 61). Theynchburg Virginian

1205 E. MorisonThe Life and Letters of Harrison Gray Otis, Fedestl 765-1848vol. 2 (Boston and New York,
1913) 259-60.
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published an order issued by Brigadier General Eppes on August 28, 1831. Eppes’ ogler barel
mentions “all the instances that he is bound to believe have occurred, but pass im$iterces
happened, with the deepest sorrow that any necessity should be supposed to have existed, to
justify any single act of atrocity.—But he feels himself bound to declare aablyhannounces,
to the troops and the citizens, that no excuse will be allowed to any other acts of Vigtence
Tragle 74)** Urging restraint to “preserve the right of property,” that is, to prevent more
injuries or killings of slaves, the so-called property of white masters, Sge#s to contain the
spread of violent vigilanteeism following the revolt (in Tragle 75). Moreowgismracy
theories abounded, including the theory that an even larger-scale insurrectiongielly
planned which included slaves in multiple states, but that Nat Turner’s group had miseaken t
date and started the uprising early. Misinformation, rumor, and fear added to &lg alre
disturbing events to produce an atmosphere of barely contained suspicion, hasdilsi on
black vengeful violence.

Perhaps the furor following Turner’s uprising can best be understood in our dayhthroug
the termterror, as Eric Sundquist arguesTin Wake the Nationswhite slaveholders cast about
in vain for cohesive explanations, magnifying their own fear and failure to tzers‘The
white paranoia that followed the revolt bred distortions that in turn heightened apprehens
accounts suggesting that the rebels wore outfits ceremoniously dyed med indtims’ blood,
or more strikingly, that they drank the blood of the slaveholders” (Sundqui$t 8&hile such
rumors ultimately proved unfounded, the sense of unbounded terror is palpable in these reports

Within the text ofThe Confessionshis sort of terror is expressed in the careful, but passionless

121«The Lynchburg Virginian Lynchburg, Va., 8 September 1831,” reproducedénry Irving Tragle;The
Southampton Slave Revolt of 1831: A CompilaticBaafrce MaterialAmherst: U of Mass. P, 1971) 73-75.
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rendition of each murder, particularly in the naming of each individual. The high point of
Turner’'s detached rehearsal comes when he “view[s] the mangled bothey &gy, in silent
satisfaction, and immediately start[s] in quest of other victims” (Gray. 13@ydquist deftly
reads Turner’s silent survey of the scene as a kind of witnessing thabfordg black
subjectivity. By demonstrating the “ability of slaves to simply kill tmeasters with
indiscriminate abandon” as a “truth of slavery that demanded recognition,” Tsiaide to
enact a revenge upon the white, slaveholding body that “further accentuated hisarsofghe
master’'s own power and augmented his display of subjectivity” (Sundquist 70, 71). On some
level, the threat posed to the Southern slaveholding society is not simply the potensaigié
slave uprising, but more importantly, the threat posed by black subjectivity, dgtbé&ss
assertion of subjectivity against the dehumanizing facts of slavery.

When Gray questions Turner about a larger conspiracy of revolt through Vigohia
into North Carolina, he claims ignorance, but asks in turn: *‘[C]an you not think the same
ideas, and strange appearances about this time in the heavens might prompt othkiss as we
myself, to this undertaking’[?]” (Gray 146). Turner suggests that others magthegl
uprisings independent of his own. Take note, however, of his mention of the events in the
heavens. Perhaps, the statement simply reflects Turner’s firm beli¢hé insurrection was
divinely ordered, but, it is also a powerful testament to the role of reading in the assushpt
subjectivity. As Turner reveals ithe Confession$is reading of “signs” was a critical catalyst
toward insurrection. Cognizantly, or not, Turner points to reading of the heavens, of “efgns,”
Nature, as an important precursor to the subjectivity that precedes reVolther acts of

agency.

122 Eric SundquistTo Wake the Nations: Race in the Making of Amerldgerature (Cambridge: Harvard UP,
1993) 69.
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This peculiar quality of reading, that spurs the assumption of subjectivityein
Confessionsrequires a more thorough consideration, particularly insofar as it illureitfete
performances of reading and racd’ym. | am not the first to consider Nat Turner’s rebellion in
relation to Poe’s novel, nor will | attempt to draw a one-to-one comparisoedreivents
described inThe Confessionasnd the plot oPym Rather, | want to pick up on John Carlos
Rowe’s suggestion iAt Emerson’s Tomlihat “Poe’s own repressed fears regarding slave
rebellions in the South and the deeper fear that southern aristocratic lifmitgelbe passing
are the psychicontentshat provoke the poetic narrative” (53; italics in origirt&)For this
reason, it's worth looking more closely at the two texts to examine theisgesiits of
reference between them, not to argue hahderives explicitly fromirhe Confession$ut to
suggest thaPymacts out much of the anxiety that Turner’s rising call&up.

Surely one of the most frightening aspects of Turner’s rebellion for whitersblders
was the fact that it seemed to come out of the blue. Gray plays up the unexpected nature of
Turner’s revolt: “Whilst not one note of preparation was heard to warn the devotedantsabi
of woe and death a gloomy fanatic was revolving in the recesses of his own daldte tzelyi
and overwrought mind, schemes of indiscriminate massacre to the whites—sub@fieasfully
executed as far as his fiendish band proceeded in their desolating march” (Graly Ww80)
includes a similar scene of stunned failure to perceive the true plans slhtigers: “A very
short while sufficed to prove that this apparent kindness of disposition was only thefeasult

deeply-laid plan for our destruction, and that the islanders for whom we entertathed s

123 John Carlos Roweit Emerson’s Tomb: The Politics of Classic Amarititerature (New York: Columbia
UP, 1997) 53.

124 Many critics make casual reference to the fearsmseinspired by Nat Turner and its connectiono® $work.
See especially, Sam Worleyllte Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pyand the Ideology of Slavery.ESQ40 (1994)
219-50; Louis Rubin, JrThe Edge of the Swamp: A Study in the Literatak $ociety of the Old SoutiBaton
Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1989.
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inordinate feelings of esteem were among the most barbarous, subtle, and blgatteicstes
that ever contaminated the face of the globe” (Poe 538).

In each instance, white misreadings of the black Other stem from a fundimenta
misrecognition. The whites read a text of black docility and servility. Turrotarés that his
master, Joseph Travis, “placed the greatest confidence in [him],” no doubgy r@tyifurner’s
intelligence and steadiness of character (Gray 138). What Travis doeadhaiccurately,
however, is Turner’s refusal to accept the fact of slavery. From hahobidl on, Turner
believed himself “ordained for some great purpose in the hands of the Aimighty’ 135).
Turner’s “great purpose” is connected to religious fervor and incompatibititystavery. The
white slaveholders misread the text of Turner’s “obedience” as submissiorstatthef slavery,
whereas Turner suggests that he obeys a divine authority. For instance, whemuhsragaray
from the overseer, he returns a month later on the belief that God called him toarétern t
plantation (Gray 136). By focusing on what they perceive as docility, whitelsblders miss
the signs of Turner’s true ambitions, just as Pym misreads the docilitg afléanders of Tsalal:
“They uniformly behaved with the greatest decorum, aiding us with alacrity inanr wffering
us their commodities frequently without price, and never, in any instanceinglésingle
article . . . The women especially were the most obliging in every régpeet 538).

Yet, when the mistaken readings are revealed in unmistakably violent wates, whi
readers in each text shift the content of their readings from docility théeeas the suddenly
hostile descriptive language reveals. Gray refers to Turner andlovg éeinspirators as
“fiends,” mentioning Turner’s “fiend-like face” and the “fiend-like barbdrof their deeds
(Gray 147; 148). Pym uses similar language to describe the islanders: Kjrrtmt everything

| could see of these wretches, they appeared to be the most wicked, hypoudirititictive,
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bloodthirsty, and altogether fiendish race of men upon the face of the globe” (Podrb&&¢h
of these instances, fear itself is used to elaborate race as a conceptaréhest straight-
forward accounts of particular, frightening events, but texts that work to prdaiteéat of
blackness. As such, the texts serve as more than intellectual venues, but become op#rati
world in material ways.

Both The ConfessiorandPymdemonstrate a tendency of slaveholders, and, indeed, the
larger white antebellum culture to imagine slaves and freed blacks asergprg one of two
stereotypes, the docile, but ineffective Sambo, or the threatening, potentliyt Wat. John
Blassingame confirms this observation: “antebellum whites apparentlgdd on two extreme
forms of slave behavior—childlike docility and rebellion—in formulating the Ndt&ambo
stereotypes” (237-38}> What is left out of each of these stereotypes arbuh®nqualities of
the individuals involved: the caprice, the nuance, the unexpected, all of those unquantifiable
traits which make up the uniqueness of each individual. When Pym realizes hisigtaled m
reading the islanders as cooperative and begins to see them as dangerous, he hrisess t
errors in judgment:

When | now think of our egregious folly, the chief subject of astonishment

seems to be, that we should have ever ventured, under any circumstances, so
completelyinto the poweiof unknown savages as to permit them to march both
before and behind us in our progress through this ravine. Yet such was the order
we blindly took up, trusting foolishly to the force of our party, the unarmed
condition of Too-wit and his men, the certain efficacy of our firearms . . . and,
more than all to the long-sustained pretension of friendship kept up by these
infamous wretches. (Poe 539; my italics)

Caught in a power dialectic, trapped in the limited discourse of Sambo/Nats Ryralile to

view the crew’s destruction as anything other than an overthrow, a loss of powesndem$

125 John W. Blassingam&he Slave Community: Plantation Life in the Antieive South 2™ ed. (New York:
Oxford UP, 1979). Sundquist points to Melvill@dgorporation of these two visions of black memis depiction
of Babo. To Wake the Nationks0.
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the human violation committed by the white crew through willful exploitation of a pbagle
reached him. He betrays no awareness that violence begets violence, and istammgly to
discover that the weaponry advantage of the Westerners did not better serve theactuity
thinks their mistake here has been in trusting the islanders. Unable or unwibiltgrthis own
racist/expansionist perspective, what Dana Nelson describes as “whitglji$ is right,” Pym
cannot move beyond the violence of Tsalal (99; brackets in original). The undescribed, but
“distressing” death of Pym at the end of the novel should not surprise the reader, fasRym h
future, unable as he is to comprehend his own past (Poe 561).

Instead, Pym remains in precisely the same place of terror that helchgavimse
Southerners following the Nat Turner rebellion. As one legislator to then\argssembly
described the persistent threat posed by the revolt:

The suspicion eternally attached to the slave himself, the suspicion that a
Nat Turner might be in every family, that the same bloody deed could be acted
over at any time and in any place, that the materials for it were spreadthineug
land and always ready for a like explosion. Nothing but the force of this
withering apprehension, nothing but the paralyzing and deadening weight with
which it falls upon and prostrates the heart of every man who has helpless
dependents to protect, nothing but this could have thrown a brave people into
consternation, or could have made any portion of this Commonwealth, for a single
instant, to have quailed and trembled. (qgtd. in Blassingame 237)
The comments above dwell on fear of repetition of the events of August 22, 1831. What is most
striking in this description is not the understandable fear, but the sense of pereteia firat
threatens and lingers over the text. It is a presence of violence in the temgseal phat will
not be mollified. For a slaveholding South, by failing to understand, or even acknowledge, the

issues at stake, Nat Turner’s rebellion refuses to recede into the past,diosramwiolent,

haunting, ever-present.
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Earlier in this chapter, | argued ti&atmis distinguished by its instances of unsettled
readings throughout the text, either because too many interpretationsikie@ea because
Pym himself refuses to interpret, but instead insists on the self-evideNeguoe. At this point,
| want to extend that analysis to include the recognitidPyofias a performative document of
the threat posed by the black reading subject. By reddiagConfessionalongsidePym we
will begin to see how Poe’s novel shuts down reading, just at the moment the readessbecom
reminiscent of Nat Turner, a black reading subject. On one level the text siempdg the black
subject the opportunity to read, while on another level, the fadPymatlisallows reading at this
crucial point concedes the threat of the black reading subject and claims @adipgwerful
moment of subject formation.
In The Confessiongurner explaing®that he first learned to read and write, “with the
most perfect ease” (Gray 134). Literacy seems to come naturally to fimmorawareness of
particular study or effort in its pursuit, and he read frequently, “whenever an wpport
occurred of looking at a book” (Gray 134). Reading becomes a way of life for Turner, who
applies this knowledge toward the Bible and, ultimately, to the visions and voices he
experiences:
And about this time | had a vision—and | saw white spirits and black
spirits engaged in battle, and the sun was darkened—the thunder rolled in the
Heavens, and blood flowed in streams—and | heard a voice saying, “Such is your
luck, such you are called to see, and let it come rough or smooth, you must surely
bareit.” . . . and [the Spirit] appeared to me, and reminded me of the things it had
already shown me, and that it would then reveal to me the knowledge of the

elements, the revolution of the planets, the operation of tides, and changes of the
seasons. (Gray 136)

126 Sunquist details the complications involved indiag Turner’s Confessions for the authentic voit&@warner,
given that the text is written and published byyGiaut Sundquist finds, nonetheless, “Turner’s geiand hence
his thought, his vision, and his leadership—rematnsngly present in the historic ‘text™ (21). &8undquistTo
Wake the Nations36-56.
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Turner speaks of his readings as revelations and they are always mduaigt the “Spirit.”
At times, however, he reveals an awareness of his own interpretive acts, sidngmdse prays
for “certainty of the meaning” of the signs he finds (Gray 137). When Turner fiindps' of
blood on the corn as though it were dew from heaven” and, on some leaves, “hieroglyphic
characters, and numbers, with the forms of men in different attitudes, pdrindyleod, and
representing the figures [he] had seen before in the heavens,” his senssia@fi mcreases
(Gray 137). ltis as though, the acts of reading the “signs” create in himaa@nass of his own
power and agency, or, rather, an agency he puts at the service of God. Turnendgsteragit
as soon as the “signs” make themselves known to him, and “on the appearance of the sign . . .
slay [his] enemies with their own weapons” (Gray 138). The “signs” Turads+eblood on the
corn, hieroglyphics on the leaves, the eclipse of the sun—are all naturat abggcto Turner’s
belief, have been manipulated in some way by God’s intervention. God’s messadpe must
discovered in the natural world which surrounds Turner. Thus,Confessionserves as an
exemplary document where the first portion is about the centrality of readioguiviag
subjectivity and the second portion deals with the violence that results fronstaigedenial of
subjectivity.

Unlike Turner’s eagerness to read the signs he believes have been sent to him from God,
Pym resists reading as much as possible once he reaches Tsalal.vé&argouad previously,
Pym’s own interpretive process becomes more and more constrained as theagreskps
until he blatantly refuses to interpret the chasm writing. Despite Ratecsgnition of the
carvings in the rock as inscriptions, Pym maintains that they are méteraswf Nature. Not
to make the point too fine, but it is curious to note that Pym’s refusal to read reachestit

extreme form only after the novel has imaginatively journeyed into the regioasialf r
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difference, mass-scale violence, and the reading of signs from natures, dmtePymhas
chartered into the territory dhe Confessiongseading breaks down. A&ymfiguratively
reaches the threat posed by the black reading subject, Pym’s readiesy dealdowing this
interpretation, Pym’s eagerness to put aside Peters’ interest in the naokgssakes on new
significance, as Peters himself is a racial Other, of mixed Nativeridam/white ancestry. As
the editor of the “Note” which follows Pym’s narrative informs us, Petensriatbe met with at
present” (561). Dana Nelson explains: “The last chapters and the note emphasaz¢hooity
is established in colonial literature by limiting the structure of reptaten to a speaking, white
Subject and a voiceless, dark Other, and by naturalizing this arbitrary divisioreste’si
(105). Peters’account is always delayed, always pushed out of the narrative. fd Qttaer,
Peters’ reading threatens the integrity of Pym’s (white, racistnsiguast) text and cannot be

contained within it.

Gray describes Turner as being “wrapt in mystery” (129). Gray, no doubt, had his own
shrewd marketing reasons for continuing to play up the confusion surrounding the wpring
the interest it generated in Nat Turner. By simultaneously laying Turcmarfessions out before
the public as a transparent document, but also coding this document with his own commentary,
Gray stylesThe Confessionas both confessionary and sensational, revelatory and concealing.
But despite the great deal of public interest in Nat Turner and his motives, ttegyningse is
not only the violence unforeseen, but also a stunning incomprehension of the role chattel slave
plays in producing a Nat TurnePym too, partakes of this sense of mystery and thematizes it.
Mystery enters Poe’s text as tBeampusproceeds south. By the time crew reach the island of
Tsalal, the mysterious and unfamiliar take center stage: the water)dheyand even the

people are odd to the eyes of the crew. The inscrutable inscriptions in the chasms add more
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mystery and confusion to a place that proves incomprehensible by the crew. Butriymhty
to make sense of events on the island is preceded by his refusal to read. Pym shhts dow
own ability to interpret in order to avoid a self-critical knowing. Consequently, hite mist
that subsumes the small boat of Pym, Peters, and the hostage, Nu-Nu, is the mist of
incomprehension, of un-knowing, the white mist of white refusal to read the “signs” ef whit

racist exploitation and violencg.

The 1831 court documents that record the execution order of Nat Turner conclude with
the following words: “Therefore it is considered by the Court that he be takea toetie Jail
from whence he was taken therein, to remain until Friday tﬁeiay of November instant, on
which day between the hours of ten o’clock in the forenoon and four o’clock in the afternoon he
is to be taken by the Sheriff to the usual place of execution and then and there be hamged b
neck until he be dead.—And the Court valued the said slave Nat to the sum of three hundred and
seventy-five dollars™® | take the time to quote from this document, not only to highlight the
extraordinary gap between the cold, legalistic language of the text and thelwed reality of
the historical Nat Turner, but to draw attention to the juxtaposition of ideasFiest.we read
the actual order of execution of Nat Turner, complete with all the particultirseofind place.
This order is followed by an appraisal of Nat Turner as property. Statéesauactiolence, in

the form of the execution order, precedes the appraisal, linking violence and exomotine

127 paul John Eakin argues that Poe’s endings hagte, tprimarily, with the “soul’s quest for final kmdedge” and
that the indeterminate endingBymdemonstrates “Poe’s daring attempts to constriictian commensurate to
final knowledge” (4, 22). While | agree tHaymis a text consumed with the ideakofowledge—-the use and
acquisition of knowledge, our systems of making disdeminating meaning—what strikes me most fottefsi
the ultimate refusal to know and be known that d@tgs the ending of the novdtymis not so much a quefstr
knowledge as a journey to avoid a knowing whicttdsubt on the world as “known,” contemporary hatkim
society. See Paul John Eakin, “Poe’s Sense ohaing,” American Literature45.1 (1973): 1-22.

128«Trial of Nat Turner, Southampton County, 5 Novemt831.” Governor’s Office, Letters Received,doh

Floyd, Record Group 3, Library of VirginieDeath or Liberty Exhibit: Gabriel, Nat Turner, addhn Brown.
Jan.10, 2000—Nov. 8, 2000. Univ. of Virginia. W& Sept. 2007.
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Southern slave-state in a telling conjunction. That the last official word on Tarme&n who
lived, who worked, who wrought terrifying violence on an entire community, and a tigubli
lasting legacy upon another, could be a valuation of his life in monetary terms, speakssv/ol
of the unsaid about what Frederick Douglass calls the “soul-killing” teffeslavery on both the

slaves and their masters.

“Blood . . . how trebly full of import”

Blood figures prominently in Poe’s text both literally and figuratively. Ftbengraphic
violence of the mutiny scene, to Augustus’ blood scrawled note, to the massacreafyrtfiesal
motif of race as blood resonates througt®ymn In each of these passages, bloodiness and
bloodletting hint at the broader significance of the trope of race as blood, asrdumelogical”
“fact.”

As the 1820s and ‘30s wore on, the idea of innate racial differences gained more and
more scientific acceptance, supported largely by the work of American phretkgislater,
ethnologists. As we saw in chapter one, phrenologists argued that an individuai¢emtel
could be gauged by taking measurements of the person’s skull, for the skull seanezbiagard
sign of what lay withirt?® Therefore, they contended the intellectual capacity of an individual
could be determined by the physical structure of the skull which houses the brain, abwiprise
various centers which control the thoughts, feelings, and interests of the individuahti@duc

could develop the mind of an individual, but could never take it beyond its biological limits, read

129 Eor more about scientific racism, including therkvof Samuel Morton, as a background Rymand “Some
Words With a Mummy” (1845), see Jared Gardiaster Plots: Race and the Founding of an American
Literature, 1787-184%Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1998), 125-59; aatidD. NelsonNational Manhood:
Capitalist Citizenship and the Imagined FraterrifyWhite MenDurham, N.C.: Duke Univ. Press, 1998), 206-16.
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in the shape and size of the skull. Moreover, the phrenologists contended, the skulls of
nonwhites showed telltale signs of their inferiority. Racial differentéisd shapes and sizes of
heads were indicators that nonwhites could never reach the intellectual levelesf (Marsman
120-123)'*°

What is most significant about phrenology, in terms of the development of tacialis
thought in America, is its insistence on innate racial differences thataaskednon the body and
carried down by individuals through race, and the fact that these ideas had the battieng of
scientific establishment! Even after phrenology began to stray into the realm of fortune-telling
in the 1840snd lost its scientific acceptance, it continued to enjoy a popular interest and
enthusiasm in AmericaRichard Colfax’s 1833 pamphldiyidence Against the Views of the
Abolitionists . . exemplifies the kinds of racist arguments which phrenology fueled and
Frederick Douglass spoke out against. Colfax declares that the faceab&ibtdcks was
“almost to a level with that of the brute” and that “the acknowledged meanness oftioésNe
intellect only coincides with the shape of his head” (25*26Ry early to mid-century, the
notion of racial difference had become commonplace, as well as the assumptioexistedrece
of racial “types,” or representative racial features. Furthermoesetracial features could be

relied upon to identify the relative worth, intelligence, and morality of theeheatra glance.

130 Reginald HorsmarRace and Manifest Destiny.

131 stephen Jay Gould argues that nineteenth cenauyaists, not surprisingly, held racial viewsitgh of their
day. However, these views, drawn largely from gapapinion, rather than objective evidence, seagthe very
evidence popular opinion drew on: “the pervasisgeat given by scientists to conventional [racitikings arose
from shared social belief, not from objective dgéhered to test an open question. Yet, in a gsraase of
reversed causality, these pronouncements wereaesmiependent support for the political contet@b(ld 66).
See GouldThe Mismeasure of MamNéw York: W. W. Norton, 1981).

132 Richard ColfaxEvidence Against the Views of the Abolitionistsy€isting of Physical and Moral Proofs of the
Natural Inferiority of the NegroegNew York 1833) 25-26.
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Pymprovides an example of this racial type-casting in the description of DirksPete
“half-breed.” Pym describes Peters in racial and phrenological termsoctiget on the size
and shape of Peters’ head, making special mention of his “deformity” and “defiti€'His
head was equally deformed, being of immense size, with an indentation on the dcevilmafli
on the head of most negroes), and entirely bald. To conceal this latter deficiemtydigimot
proceed from old age, he usually wore a wig formed of any hair-like madrieth presented
itself—occasionally the skin of a Spanish dog or American grizzly bear. Atikespoken of
he had on a portion of one of these bearskins; and it added no little to the natural fétosity o
countenance, which betook of the Upsaroka character” (Poe 459). The larger passage from
which this excerpt is taken dwells on the ferocity and immense physicajtstiaf Peters.
Through Pym'’s description, Peters becomes the nonwhite Other, the Indian “sandite® a
dark, menacing “negro.” This characterization becomes significant lates story, when Pym
is threatened by the reading Peters provides.

The popularization of the main tenets of phrenology seemed to provide a kind of
scientific evidence to the assertion of innate racial difference. Hotiowe 1831-1832 debates
in the Virginia legislature over gradual emancipation of slaves, a plethoutife®n discourse
defending slavery made use of the widely accepted idea that blacks wece tofarhites, not
on the basis of education or economics, but on racial differences‘&loiliam Drayton’sThe

South Vindicated . .is one such exampt&. Drayton argues:

133 George Frederickson emphasizes the speed witthwiits propaganda machine went into action: “tfigre
something startling about the rapidity with whigndvious justifications of slavery] were broughgéther and
organized in a rigid polemical pattern, once thiedéers of slavery found themselves in a propagaratavith the
abolitionists” (49). See Fredericksomhe Black Image in the White Mind: The Debate fsn-American
Character and Destiny, 1817-191dNew York: Harper & Row, 1971).

134 The full title of the text referenced The South Vindicated From the Treason and Fanatici§the Northern
Abolitionists It was originally published anonymously, but kate been attributed by scholars to William
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The more | have travelled, the more | am convirtbad the races of men form
the great secret of history and mannekéan is not so capable of education as
philosophers imagine. The influence of governments and laws has less power,
radically, than is supposed, over the manners and instincts of any people, while
the primitive constitution and the blood of the race always have their influence
and manifest themselves, thousands of years afterwards, in the physical
formations and moral habits of a particular family or tribe (gtd. in “Paulding-
Drayton” review; italics in original)*®
Drayton’s words underscore the belief many held that one’s biological makesupevarimary
determining factor in one’s life career. Even more than that, biology, more saltizatien or
law, determines the pursuits of an entire group of people, a “race.” Brimngjather the belief
in innate racial differences with scientific validation is the tetaod as in “the blood of the
race.” Invoking the term blood in this context is to invoke all of the resonances of ithe wor
imbued as it is with the sense of essence, or source of life, and, hence, with all gétdrgy m
that a return to the source connotes. Blood, as a term, is key to elaborating and coimdining t

determined, fixed, immutable quality of race, as biological difference, witbra bodily, more

essential, more mysterious notion, as well, the “treble import” Pym describe

Race as Color

In hisReview of the Debate in the Virginia Legislature of 1831 and,IB3@mas R.

Dew, an influential proslavery apologist, opposed emancipation of slaves on the grainds

Drayton, a South Carolina judge and U.S. congressat helped Poe during his tenure in Philadelphial840,
Poe dedicatedales of the Grotesque and Arabestéim.

135 This passage is quoted from an April 1836 reviemlighed in theSouthern Literary Messengduring the time
Poe served as editor. The 1836 author favorabigwes two pro-slavery texts: J.K. Pauldin@kvery in the
United StatesindThe South Vindicated. . . The authorship of the article, referredy scholars as the “Paulding-
Drayton” review, is disputed. Some scholars attelthe review to Beverley Tucker, a regular ctntiar to the
Messengerand some attribute the review to Poe. This p&ssag be found quoted in “Slavergbuthern

Literary Messenge? (1836) : 336-39.
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freed slaves would remain in Virginia and be unable to provide for themselves cdeodiag to
Dew, “the emancipated black carries a mark which no time can erase; he foeave the
indelible symbol of his inferior condition; thi&hiopian cannot change his skin, nor the leopard
his spot5 (103; italics in original)** Not only is the “inferiority” of people of color taken for
granted in this excerpt, but so is the notion that one’s skin color is indicative of datiere
worth, with paler skin colors, presumably, indicating superiority and darker skirs color
“indelibly” marking inferiority. Skin color becomes an inescapable destinyouid seem, a
mark, forever, of observable racial difference. In Dew’s formulationkbhé&ss itself is the
justification for slavery. Even if freed, blacks would remain “inferior,” D@ntends, and,
therefore, should not be freed, but continue as slaves.

Yet, despite Dew'’s insistence on the inferiority of blacks and the indelibflgiin color
as a mark of this insufficiency, color and race were more slippery concepiststavery
strategists liked to admit. For one thing, race, as defined by skin color akma,tricky
category by the nineteenth century. With over one hundred years of slavery behinddasem, m
slaves in the antebellum period were American-born and their ancestry erasfoftixed
African and European-American lineages. As early as 1662, Virginia slavestatiished that
slavery was hereditary and outlawed miscegenéatiodther slave states followed suit to insure
that slavery was a hereditary condition and that the children of slave mothers wouldl &= he

slaves even if their fathers were whites. In 1853, abolitionist William Goodédisw “In all

1% Thomas R. DewReview of the Debate in the Virginia Legislature 881 and 1832Richmond, 1832) 103.

3" There is debate among scholars regarding the skatois of the slave in seventeenth century America
particularly in Virginia. Black slaves may havétialy held a position similar to that of whitedentured servants.
Yet, by the start of the eighteenth century, blagkse defined as slaves in perpetuity. See EuDefi&enovese,

Roll, Jordon, Roll: The World the Slaves Mgtew York: Vintage, 1976) 31-33. For informatiabout the
anxiety around and prohibitioof miscegenation, see Joel Williamsdlew People: Miscegenation and Mulattos in
the United State{New York: Free Press, 1980).
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these [slave codes] it is laid down that dhéd follows the condition othe motherwhoever the
fathermay be! The same usage, whether with or without written law, prevails in albgar s
States; and under its sanction, the slave ‘owner’ very frequently holds and selis\lakildren
as ‘property,’ though sometimes as white as himself” (248-49; italicsgimal).*** Because
skin color was not quite as “indelible” a mark as Dew would have us believe, ahldastcase
of generation to generation, and because many blacks were light-skinned enough to “pass” as
whites, laws defining slavery as hereditary according to the motheus stare passed. As
Joan Dayan explains, the “concept of blackness had to be reinforced, made absolute and
unchangeable against the prima facie evidence of fading color, and theystrasetp call this
ideablood’ (202). The “law of reversion” in the slave states “certified the futdityrying to
remove blackness, even the least molecule of black blood, by successive allimedstes”
(Dayan 201-2}* The very quantity and complexity of the slave codes reveal not only the
difficulties of managing the slave system, but also the degree to whichubesties are in the
process of producing the very categories they purport to describe: “sidegrb,” etc. In the
same vein, the discourse surrounding slavery did not so much depict slavery as lagpde pr
it, not so much portray blackness, as manufacture it.

Poe’sPympatrticipates in the production of blackness, performing race as color, as
physical, observable sign of difference. If we take a moment to considerubaénastifs

produced by Poe’s text, what dominates is a pattern of alternation betwees mhatackness

138 william Goodell, The American Slave Code in Theory and PracticeDissinctive Features Shown by Its
Statutes, Judicial Decisions, and lllustrative Fla¢New York: American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Sogiet853)
248-49.

139 Joan Dayan, “Amorous Bondage: Poe, Ladies, aaeeS)” The American Face of Edgar Allan Poe, eds. Shawn
Rosenheim and Stephen Rachr{Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1995) 179-209.
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or darkness and predominantly white visual imaeBor example, the novel begins in
darkness. Pym and Augustus are surrounded by darkness as they faie the for a drunken
nighttime sail. Next, Pym boards t@eampusunder cover of a thick, white fog. He hides in the
darkness of the ship’s hull. Frantically, he tries to read a sheet of blank, whitelpages
light goes out and Pym is again plunged into darkness. After the mutiny and shipwreck, Pym
and Peters are rescued by Ja@e Guyand begin a journey southward, to an increasingly white
snowy and icy landscape. Then they land upon the island of Tsalal where everythacg,is bl
including the “blackness of darkness which envelops” Pym and Peters when the rtoek fiss
caves in and, finally, Pym’s adventures end with a canoe journey into a white vapor and the
sighting of a “human figure,” whose skin’s hue “was of the perfect whiteness of thé (taav
540; 560).

This alternation between the motifs of black and white, black and white serves to
underscore the concept of color as visual image, if this imagery doesn’t alad@draw out
the bifurcation of southern, and indeed, American, political life into starkly visdditaral
terms'** The “blackness of darkness” that threatens Pym and Peters is a spetiecdikind
of dimness. The cave-in scene immediately precedes Pym’s awarenessreivteenassacre at

the hands of the “black skin warriors.” As an image, blackness suggested the nsostdeand

140 John Carlos Rowe notes the play of lightness amking:ss irPymas images of textuality, in a space “implicitly
textual” (99). Henry Louis Gates points to the artance of themes of black and white to the stmectdi American
gothic texts (50-51). See John Carlos Rowe, “Wgitand Truth in PoeShe Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym,”
Through the Custom-House: Nineteenth-Century Araerfiction and Modern TheoryBaltimore: Johns
Hopkins UP, 1982) 91-110; Henry Louis Gates,Rgures in Black: Words, Signs, and the “RaciaBIs (New
York: Oxford UP, 1987).

141 ouis Rubin, Jr. cautions against trying to reae’® work in direct correlation to the topic of\ay, advising
that we “dismiss the notion of conscious intentiwrone-for-one allegorical relationships” and lobistead, to a
“complex emotional and psychological response’hméxperience of growing up in a “slaveholding tetwdd in
which his status and identity were sometimes p#inéblique” (177). Nonetheless, Rubin reads theezin scene
in Pymas “directly linked to théear of blacks—in other words, to slave insurrection” (172; italin original). See
Rubin, The Edge of the Swamp

132



threatening, the lowest and most despic&bBld.o invoke blackness, in this field of signification,

is to invoke a whole host of reprehensible associations. That Poe’s text shoul@imegpats a

kind of play between images of blackness and whiteness does not prove anythingvadynclus
about the author’s intentions or awareness in so doing. This kind of “chiaroscuro color coding,”
Leland Person argues “was so deeply ingrained in the American imaginatias gaaticular
reference to race could be repressed” (221)Nonetheless, color as race, and race as the grand
demarcator of social, political, and legal existence become the operatigeaiePoe’s novel to

whatever degree Poe sought to foreground, reinforce, or challenge these canditions

Africanism and the Power of Reading

In the stellarPlaying in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imaginatiboni
Morrison contends that “[n]o early American writer is more important to the poo€e
American Africanism than Poe” (32). “Africanism,” as Morrison uses the, tisrthe
“denotative and connotative blackness that African peoples have come to signifil,asthe
entire range of views, assumptions, readings, and misreadings that acc@&@upzrgntric
learning about these people” (6-7). Africanism is a rendering of a whiteri#an culture’s
deepest anxieties about itself, Morrison suggests: “[t]he fabrication ofreaiist persona is
reflexive; an extraordinary meditation on the self; a powerful exploratidmedefrs and desires

that reside in the writerly conscious. It is an astonishing revelation of lqrajitegror, of

142«BJackness,” Winthrop Jordon explains, “had becsunghoroughly entangled with the basest statésnierican
society that at least by the beginning of the &ghth century it was almost indecipherably codéal Aimerican
language and literature” (258). See Jordérite Over Black: American Attitudes Toward thgide 1550-1812
(New York: Norton, 1977).

143 eland S. Person, “Poe’s Philosophy of AmalganmatiReading Racism in the Talépmancing the Shadow:
Poe and RacgNew York: Oxford UP, 2001) 205-224.
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perplexity, of shame, of magnanimity” (17). Following Morrison, then, we cahirePoe’s
depiction of blackness a great deal of fear—of duplicity, of violence, of incoleer&ach of
these fears can tell us something about Poe’s own anxieties and those of theocultuck he
belonged.
What is most interesting, to my view, is that each represents an ungeatdim heart of
language and signification, while simultaneously depicting racialist thoddte fear of
duplicity Poe depicts in the massacre on Tsalal can be read as fear of blaekslrrection or,
to a lesser degree, concern about slave (dis)loyalty. It can also be reackfsabout the
duplicity of the sign itself. What of the gap between sign and signified? How rehaithentic,
accurate can language be in bridging the gap? The fear of violence is, agaialaat slave
insurrection, but also apprehension about the violence of the text itself. What damage do the
failings of language do? In what ways does the text do violence to a purer ndtiersn, or
the Idea? And, lastly, the fear of incoherence Poe illustrates is morttapugh the constant
“jabbering” of the natives and the general mismanagement they seem tdrsafifer
The whole surface of the bay was literally strewn with the struggtag
drowning wretches, and on shore matters were even worse. They seemed
utterly appalled by the suddenness and completeness of their discomfiture,
and made no efforts at assisting one another. At length we observed a
total change in their demeanour. From absolute stupor they appeared to
be, all at once, aroused to the highest pitch of excitement, and rushed
wildly about . . . (Poe 547)

Moreover, this fear of incoherence can also be read as a literal feaoloéience, the fear that

all language and texts are just as uncommunicative as the “jabbering” sibtigers.

| have suggested above that Poe’s portrayal of blackness represents bihtrackang

and worry about language itself, and particularly the role of reading in dissiemioba text.

But what | want to argue is that these two readings do not simply exist sgldeblyy chance.
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The fact that both interpretations are viable in and through the same images, tropestits
says something, not only about the textuality of how blackness is portrayed, bagisre
something fundamental about “blackness” itself: blackness is aRgriserves as examppar
excellenceof Morrison’s Africanism. What is more, if Africanism reveals more alioeit
(white) culture that produces it than about the (black) persons a text depictabootréhe
author’s anxieties than those of his characters, then Poe’s Africanism, Poetodeuf
blackness ilPym tells us most about his trepidations involving the reader, the writer's Other.
By imbuing the reader with Otherness, by employing the tropes of AfricaRigendepicts a
threatening black Other who is also the reader. But this depiction holds other opiesttasi
well. For, in exposing the threat (imagined as the threat of differenclefielss/Otherness)
posed by the reader, the workings of a cultural hegemony are also exposed, ansilifigig®s
of a kind of reading based in recognition, rather than difference become imaginable

Poe’s “The Power of Words” (1845) may just be one such imagining. The short story
postulates that words themselves have the power to create physical, medétyal Shortly
after the destruction of the earth, an angel, Agathos, schools Oinos, a newnathgehfinity
and inexhaustibility of knowledge. He explains that all creation, except theréegion, occurs
through the “mediate or indirect, not as the direct or immediate results oivine Breative
power,” but through a kind of ripple effect of the “air,” as all movement, all thouljlatoeds
cause vibrations which extend out to eternity, touching and changing all thilgsy gmass by
(Poe 399)# Agathos’s words speak a star into being: “This wild star . . . | spoke it—with a few

passionate sentences—into birth” (Poe 401).

144 Edgar Allan Poe, “The Power of Wordghe Selected Writings of Edgar Allan Ped. G. RThompson (New
York: W. W. Norton, 2004) 398-401. Subsequerdtgtions from Poe are all to “The Power of Words.”
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Poe’s story highlights not only the powers inherent in authorship, but also the powers
inherit in readership. Oinos’s reading of the star, the text of Agathos’s loks amny other
statement made in the story, establishes a direct, intimate connectionrb®weg and
Agathos:

Oinos.. . . Its brilliant flowers look like a fairy dream—but its fierce
volcanoes like the passions of a turbulent heart.
Agathos. Theyarel—theyare! This wild star—it is now three centuries since,
with clasped hands, and with streaming eyes, at the feet of my beloved—I spoke
it—with a few passionate sentences—into birth. Its brilliant flowesshe
dearest of all unfulfilled dreams, and its raging volcaraweshe passions of the
most turbulent and unhallowed of hearts. (Poe 401)
If the physicalpowers of reading are not emphasized in this passage, surely the emotional and
psychological powers of reading are. For the first time, Agathos bgiesgion and a form of
existence beyond the cold rationality of his current angelic state. Sometbulgpghuman
seems to attach to reading, some form of empathy or understanding, but also an dgknemtle
of the substantial power of identification. Oinos’s reading of Agathos’s s&anaiconly as a
recognition of Agathos’s pain, but also as a revelation of pain as a creatigg ehtre
universe. Oinos’s reading of the star, along with Agathos’s confessions, fendeer
understanding of the angels’ previous conversation. It is an act of readingvéels pain as a
primary force in the universe and words as the principal means of expressionpairhdThe
Power of Words” suggests that each word, written or spoken, has transformativeg|pffects
upon the universe, but also that identification is crucial to successful reading.

Pym on the other hand, dramatizes a version of reading based in differend¢&ynt-or

performs a notion of race as a category drawn, meaningfully, by skin color. Tha&ys,ia

character’s race is indicative of his characteristics. The dark-skirsadalidns, for instance,

Pym assures us “appeared to be the most wicked, hypocritical, vindictive, blsiycdnd
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altogether fiendish race of men upon the face of the globe”’Ripmé&56). In antebellum
America, color becomes the observable sign of an enforced political diter&ace is a fiction
that is performed by an entire culture and its legal system. It isanftbat supports a power
hierarchy that reserves its highest positions for white males and its kawbkick women and
children. That Poe’s fiction, among others, participates in this performance smath a
wonder as the very liberating opportunities Poe’s text concedes to the act of reé&iym
performs unsettled reading—failures to read, as well as, failings of readidges so at the
cost of revealing the possibilities reading holds for those willing to claimdjg—black or
white alike—and read in and through a text something of themselves, some iagorifichich

authorizes a reader’s own performances.
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Reading Freedom: Composing the Self in Frederick @uglass’s

Autobiographies and Harriet Jacobs’sIincidents in the Life of a Slave Girl

As we have seen, Pod?ymresponds to the threat of the black reading subject by
limiting the act of reading. In contrast, this chapter will demonstratéhtbaexts of Frederick
Douglass and Harriet Jacobs embrace the act of reading and expand the pafandeter
responsibilities) normally attributed to it. For both Douglass and Jacobs,geéadipolitical
activity in that it requires engagement and political action.

What Douglass offers is a program for successful, black reading. @ygcaside white
reading strategies that rely on the black body as a text for white consumpgilmita¢ion, and
signification, Douglass creates instead a reading strategy embadathedthe black, male body.
When Garrison and other white readers take Douglass “as [their] text,”d3suglsponds by
fully inhabiting the very body under discussion. By occupying the space of his owatstlyje
Douglass is able to refute the limited and limiting conception of his slave bougy a text
for interpretation and resignify it to his own ends. For Douglass, the black, madoodly is
the shape of active, successful reading.

Jacobs insists on the authority of her slave experience, in opposition to cultural
stereotypes of the black, slave body as by definition, unreliable. Rather, the poirelability
in Jacobs’s text is the reader hersdticidents in the Life of a Slave G{d861) posits a model
of reading which relies on an identification between reader and text and mutual
acknowledgment, much like the model suggested in Poe’s “The Power of Words.” Successful
reading across racial and class lines fails, however. For Jacobs, thetfaikad, the failure to

truly connect is the very point of the narration. Only in this failure to read, cabsJesveal
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what is foundational to the failure, slavery itself. It is not simply a matteoor reading
strategies or practices that unsettles the re&urdentssuggests, but the deeper problematic of
how knowledge functions within a culture and socidhcidentsasks antebellum America (and,
equally, contemporary audiences) to know that which it refuses to know aboutnitsedf a

reconsider what it does with the knowledge(s) it thinks it possesses.

Self-Made Man: Reading/Writing Frederick Douglass

Putnam’s Monthly Magazireanonymous 1855 reviewer of Frederick Douglabyys
Bondage and My Freedo(t855), acknowledges that Douglass’s story draws interest because of
the astoundingly unlikely series of events of which it is comprised. What stunsitheeae
most of all is the degree of education Douglass achieved: “The mere fabethamber of an
outcast and enslaved race should accomplish his freedom, and educate himself up totyn equali
of intellectual and moral vigor with the leaders of the race by which he WhsH®ndage, is,
in itself, so remarkable, that the story of the change cannot be otherwise thiag’e(@0).1*>
Douglass’s literacy, a literacy he managed to gain while enslaved, tascidauglass’s
contemporaries and continues to engage twenty-first century readers ¢d€3aigyork. For
nineteenth century readers of Dougladésrative of the Lifeof Frederick Douglass, an

American Slave, Written By Hims€l845) or one of his subsequent autobiographies, the very

fact that a former slave, a black man, could read and write was startlingrpndisg.

145 Review of “The Life and Bondage of Frederick Daggl’Putnam’s Monthly Magazin&/ol. 7 (Nov. 1855),
547. reprinted in Charles T. Davis and Henry Ldsiges, Jr., edsThe Slave’s Narrative (New York: Oxford
UP, 1985) 30-31.
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Such a sentiment can easily be attributed to white readers’ racist assimaiout the
intellectual capacities of blacks, but as Annette Niemtzow points out, twesttgdntury
readers, perhaps less likely to espouse racist views of African-Ame&rinae just as likely to
find themselves marveling over Douglass’s literacy. Niemtzow explastdor the slave
narrator, one of the key difficulties in establishing an ‘I’ with which tbdeé’s tale is that the
writer must recreate through memory a depiction of his or her slave skdfavitine same time
lay claim to another speaking/writing self. The discrepancy between thelives &s often so
intense that the reader, black or white, cries out, in a confusion that suggests thef plogve
narratives, ‘How could this person have been a slave?’ . . . Our cry is both one of gympath
against the institution of slavery as we acknowledge the achievement atdbegrapher and a
cry of disbelief in the possibility that a slave could become the autobiographére reatler’s
disbelief is a tribute to the author of the slave narrative, for the doubting reaumrtably at
one with the doubting writer” (Niemtzow 97.

As a speaker for the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, Douglassenced this
precise difficulty. In developing himself as a public lecturer, Dougldkgsacy and rhetorical
ability increased to the point that audiences could no longer see him as a fanmeouglass
tells us inMy Bondage and My FreedoniPeople doubted if | had ever been a slave. They said
| did not talk like a slave, look like a slave, nor act like a slave, and that they Ddlieae never
been south of the Mason-Dixon line” (21#).The doubts expressed by Douglass’ white

audience represent a confluence of several key issues. First, they doubt hig, ¥leeaci

146 Annette Niemtzow. “The Problematic of Self in Abtography: The Example of the Slave Narrativétie Art
of Slave NarrativeEds. John Sekora and Darwin T. Turner. (Macomkestern lllinois U, 1982) 96-109.

17 Douglass, FrederickMy Bondage and My Freedom. The Oxford Frederickdbass ReaderEd. William L.

Andrews. New York: Oxford UP. 164-222. All gatibns fromBondage and Freedoare to this edition, unless
otherwise specified.
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accuracy of his claim to have been a slave, but more interestingly, they doubfdrimg@ece
because he does not talk, look, or “act” in the ways they believe slaves should behavis. What
at issue here is not only Douglass’ physical presence and oral performancsg b al
interpretive strategies by which his audience evaluates him and the conVerdaesaon which
they base their judgments. When Douglass writeBlarsative four years later, he authenticates
his tale with the names, dates, places of the people, events, and locales of hisdife. T
authentication was a convention of slave narratives, not only to establish the auttamity,ve
but also because the authentication technique had become one of the codes byadiish re
interpreted the text.

The move from oral performance to print text, the move from listeners to readers, is not
one without significance or consequence. Douglass’ representation of himwellf
performance versus Douglass’ representation of himself in narrajuge elistinctly different
strategies, but as we can see, each depends on its audience, as listeadesgrto complete its
meaning-making. Both listeners and readers interpret through a set of codeffudratce how
they understand the matter of the text, whether oral or written. In examinipgsba&ge above,
we note the white audience’s “reading” of Douglass’ black, male body which, for tieees not
equate to “slave.” Framing the audience’s interpretation of Douglas€lspséreading” may
seem to elide the very different acts of seeing, listening, and reading. Myegeas not to
gloss over the differences between these separate acts or to gloss ovasPdigdinct acts of
speaking and writing, but to draw attention to the common act of interpretation involvethin ea
This is not to say that the interpretation of Douglass’ speaking body isyetkeecdame process
as the interpretation of Douglass’ writtHarrative but it is to suggest that Douglass’ narration

of his speaking engagement within the texBohdage and Freedom a specific narrative
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gesture, the significance of which should not be ignored. In choosing to narrate tbiggrart
incident, Douglass places within his print text an act of interpretive list¢agige does more
explicitly with the slave songs) which calls attention to the methods by whidhtevpret texts
and he figures these various forms of interpretation as forms of, specifiealiyng.

In the case of Douglass’ speech, the text under discussion is not simply his voig, but
speakingoody, a fugitive body in peril. Douglass records that John Collins, general agést of
Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, introduces Douglass at antiyslagtires as: “a
graduate from the peculiar institution,” Mr. Collins used to saywith ‘my diploma written on
my back” ( Bondage and Freedo@12; italics in original). The comparison of the black body
with a written text is one Douglass makes use of here and elsewherehigthutobiographies.
As | have argued in chapter one, reading was an operative metaphor &présentation of
race within racial discourse. Douglass’ choice to deploy the metaphorlnddiyeas a text, this
time for the purpose of establishing his speaking authority in a black, fugdaixe [sbdy,
disputes the joint notions of race as a visual text and of blackness as infetioatgomparison
that neatly brings together the very issues which challenge the slave narrative a self in the
face of a discursive resistance to black selfhood, Douglass claims, not onlyhibretyatd
speak, but authority to write, as well, and with the assumption of authority, he opens tas text
interpretation, “putting it in the power of any who doubted, to ascertain the trutiseirdad of
my story” Bondage and Freedo@14).

Writing long before W. E. B. DuBois coined the explanatory phrase “double
consciousness” to describe the sense of doubled awareness African-Ametisanspa with in
a dominant, white culture, slave narrators forged the literary forms antioinadater writers

would inherit. Douglass details the slave’s need to conceal his thoughts from kis whit
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neighbors. He tells the story of a slave who answered his “master” honestliyaskesl if he
were treated well. Two weeks later the Maryland slave was sold deepkert&auteorgia
trader. Douglass informs his readers: “This is the penalty of tellingutie of telling the

simple truth, in answer to a series of plain questions”{3@onsequently, many slaves learned
quickly how to present one face to the whites around them and another toward trusted friends
and family in the slave quarters: “The frequency of [punishment] has had ttigte#stablish
among the slaves the maxim, that a still tongue makes a wise head. Theysstlngptresh

rather than take the consequences of telling it” (Douglass 40). Niemtzoigistiméo the slave
narrative’s reader’s disbelief draws attention to the experience of ther reagardless of race
and regardless of the time/place/context of the reading. The duality chveensirrator, the
sense of doubleness, is an essential and inescapable facet of the narration, fomoatr toed
reader.

For the writers of slave narratives, this doubled persona became part of thetexiy
because narrators were not exempt, even in the pages of their own narratiwésefpressures
and prescriptives of the larger, white society, but also because the vefyaiting a public
document through the eye of the witness required the production of an “I,” a witnesa.tl@ive
fact that antebellum African-Americans were not considered legal wéses court, even on
their own behalf, the author of the slave narrative had a difficult task ahead. Tdtermaad to
establish the authenticity of his/her experience as a slave, the proof of vasditen the

verisimilitude of the tale itself and the imaginative recreation of a skf&gjive witness, at

18 Douglass, FrederickNarrative of the Life of Frederick Douglas$he Oxford Frederick Douglaggeader. Ed.
William L. Andrews. (New York: Oxford UP, 1996)1-98. All quotations from thMarrative are from this
edition.
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the same time he/she distinguished a self from the slave and produced a $peaiteng,
writing, persona that would be recognized as a public persona, a person, not property.
For the former slave writing of his or her life in bondage, the ability toatedetails of

that slave history in a format that was intelligible and persuasive to atgbellum audiences
was crucial to the ultimate success of the project: to inspire whiterseadsgppose slavery and
actively work for its end. Yet, slave narratives, as realistic accourtigiofuthors’ lives, have
often been read through the conventions of autobiography. Like the 1855 reviewer of
Douglass’dMy Bondage and My Freedomh can be tempting to view Douglass’s transformation
from slave to rhetorically gifted political activist as a kind of ragsdbes story, or as the
ultimate account of the self-made man, a reading of himself, incidentallyDdbgtass
embraced increasingly throughout his long career as a public fifuteam’s Monthlyeven
goes so far as to unselfconsciously class Douglass in an historical lihgefWestern self-
made men:

Our English literature has recorded many an example of genius

struggling against adversity,--of the poor Ferguson, for instance, making

himself an astronomer, of Burns becoming a poet, of Hugh Miller finding

his geology in a stone quarry, and a thousand similar cases—yet none of

these are so impressive as the case of the solitary slave, in a remote

district, surrounded by none but enemies, conceiving the project of his

escape, teaching himself to read and write to facilitate it, acconmglighi

at last, and subsequently raising himself to a leadership in a great

movement on behalf of his brethren. Whatever may be our opinions of

slavery . . . we cannot but admire the force and integrity of character

which has enabled Frederick Douglass to attain his present unique

position. (31%°
But slave narratives, unlike autobiography, are always political projects, whtealtedi not only

the aim of the text—to end slavery—but as James Olney reminds us, to a largetiextienm

or genre of the former slave’s text.

149 pytnam’s Monthly MagazineReprinted in Davis and Gatdd)e Slave’s Narrative.
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Slave narratives were formulaic, adhering to specific conventions that eftexd $0
demonstrate the veracity of the text. As Olney argues that what distingsishesarratives
from autobiography is not the individuality or uniqueness of the texts, but their shaitaede
and similarities. Claims like, “Written by Himself” in the title of tverk, testimonials or
introductions written by white abolitionists to assert the truthfulness ofthevkech follows,
authenticating documents like marriage certificates, bills of sale, nparspaippings, etc. and a
formulaic narrative beginning with “I was born . . ., then specifying a place but datiezof
birth” all work to confirm the accuracy of the slave narrative (Olney P5X)Iney stresses that
these similarities result primarily from the goal or object of slaveatiees, the “very specific
motives, intentions, and uses understood by narrators, sponsors, and audience alike: bereveal t
truth of slavery and so to bring about its abolition” (154). Dougld¢aisative, Olney explains,
“paradoxically transcends the slave narrative mode while being . . . it,follest exact
representative” (153-54).

For the author of a slave narrative, authorship involved not only the rhetorical andl textua
challenges of writing, but also the (illegal) seizure of a language,ra,gard a public and
political identity; in the process, a new literary tradition was forged. tfduktion, fashioned by
the slave narratives, emphasized the importance of literacy, conneetragyito freedom.
Olney refers to “literacy, identity, and freedom, the omnipresent thetnatiaf the most
important slave narratives” (158). Calling Douglass the autobiographer ‘palegice” of the
African-American tradition, a representative position in which Douglas®ftes cast, even in

his own day, Olney insists that readers recognize the political dimensioas®hslrratives as

%0 Olney, James. “l Was Born’: Slave Narrativehgeif Status as Autobiography and as Literatufghe Slave’s
Narrative Eds. Charles T. Davis and Henry Louis GatesNaw York: Oxford UP, 1985. 148-174. Subsedquen
citations of Olney are to this article, until othvse noted.
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autobiography. For instance, like Benjamin Franklin’s autobiography, the tflewaflass’s
autobiography includes the phrase “written by himself.” Yet, Olney points oubthabtiglass,
the inclusion of this phrase is no mere editorial addition, but a radical statenmenigl&ss’s
agency and authorship, even to those “abolitionists who were too often inclined to confuse
sponsorship with authorship” (Olney 5).

Beyond and apart from technical mastery of the properties of formal languagecital
and cultural absence of images of black selfhood required the development of a rkagk lite
voice with which to speak for the entire race. Arguing that we must recognirdltieace the
slave narrative has had on the subsequent African-American literarjotmaaht also consider
the conditions under which slave narratives were initially written and read—asgboexts—
Henry Louis Gates, Jr. underscores the degree of self-creation involved intithg ofrthe
slave narrative. To a large extent, black persons were not socially or intéjdeiimated
except through the written word: “The slave narrative represents the attdrbfateks towrite
themselves into beingWhat a curious idea: through the mastery of formal Western languages,
the presupposition went, a black person could become a human being by an act of self-creation
through the mastery of language” (Gates xxiii; italics in origittalAs Douglass quickly
realized, it was easier to learn to read and write than it was to materfalh the minds of white
audiences, an authoritative, politically-empowered African-Americarkeped he potential of
language and literacy alone to construct an African-American identithaldgpublic presence

and political consequence, may have been more illusory than real. Nonethele$ss spoke

31 Olney, James. “The Founding Fathers—Frederickglzms and Booker T. WashingtorSlavery and the
Literary Imagination. Eds. McDowell and Rampersad.

152 Eds. Charles T. Davis and Henry Louis Gates|rroduction. The Slave’s Narrative.
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within an abolitionist circuit that had a public following and wrote within a form, #neesl|
narrative, that offered an opportunity to write in a political mode. Stephen Balttgrbints out
that black autobiography, and the slave narrative in particular, has often beeneasdhe
writing of “a conscious political identity” with “ties and responsibilitiesother members” of the
group (3)!** Gates connects this need to speak for all to the development of literary forms whic
allowed the individual’s voice to speak for the group as well: “The narragetiias put into
service as a literary form to posit both the individual ‘I' of the black autisonedl as the
collective ‘I' of the race. Text created author, and black authors hoped they weatie, @r re-
create, the image of the race in European discourse. Thé&weenf the race, representations of
whose features were common in all sorts of writings about blacks at that timepomtangent
upon the recording of the blagkic€’ (xxvi; italics in original)!** That is, the public perception
of African-Americans relied tremendously on depictions of blacks in print. akfrAmerican
authors like Douglass lost no time in realizing that their words were often tgkeinite
audiences as representative of the race. Douglass embraced this poditiows at the end of
Bondage and Freedanito use my voice, my pen, or my vote, to advocate the great and primary
work of the universal and unconditional emancipation of my entire race” (222).

Houston Baker, Jr., too, speaks of the slave’s need to create a public identity through
language: “His being had to erupt from nothingness. Only by grasping the word eould h
engage in speech acts that would ultimately define his selfhood™{9Y&t, Baker expresses

concerns that once the slave speaks in the language of the oppressor, some part bétiie™aut

133 See Butterfield, StephemBlack Autobiography in AmericaAmherst: U of Massachusetts P, 1974.
134 GatesThe Slave’s Narrative

155 Baker, Houston A., Jr. “Autobiographical Acts ahé Voice of the Southern SlaveCritical Essays on
Frederick Douglass.Ed. William L. Andrews. Boston, Mass: G. K.IHa991. 94-107.
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self goes unexpressed or never fully imagined: “The voice of the unwritteorssd it is
subjected to the linguistic codes, literary conventions, and audience expectatiditer atea
population, is perhaps never again the authentic voice of black American slavsyyattier,

the voice of a self transformed by an autobiographical act into a sharegiendel public
discourse about slavery” (104). Baker’s analysis concludes that in choosingesergéhimself

in the oppressor’s language, Douglass also chooses the values, codes, and convdramed em
within that white, Western, Christian language: “It would not be an overstatemeptthasthe
liberated self portrayed by Douglass is firmly Christian, having adoptetsicbd values from

the white world that held him in bondage” (101).

Baker’s argument should not be mistaken as a collapse into purely essentedistieat
of identity. For Baker, the question is not simply one of whether Douglass wek &olaugh,”
but an attempt to tease out the peculiar representational difficulties of blatkographers
writing in English in the absence of a black literary tradition. Authentsmtyidentity are the
primary concepts under scrutiny when Baker asks: “Where . . . in Doudiess&ive does a
prototypical black American self reside? What are the distinctive naredémeents that
combine to form a representation of this self?” (104). The questions Baker akksfate
places to begin to locate black identity in the pages of Douglass’s text. Bakestsubagt we
look to passages in tidarrative that deal with Douglass’s acquisition of literacy if we want to
answer questions about how Douglass, as author, constructs a self within the autolbalgraphi
framework of a slave narrative.

My own investigation of the literacy passages inNlaerative will focus less on
Douglass’s creation of a black self as narrator and more on the possilbifitiés within the

Narrativeto reada more fully authentic, black self. | will consider how Douglass depicts
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reading and readers within his text. What opportunities, if any, does Dgiasdlasrative offer
for imagining an authentic black reading self, particularly given themistances of its
publication and reception within the predominately white abolitionist movement? Wahadt
distinguish the black reading self from a writing or speaking one? What conadptading or
black reading, in particular, operate here? What are the strategies afdaldictlg? What are
the political outcomes of depicting a black reading subject within a black text pdoiduee

mostly white audience?

Taking the Ell

When Mrs. Auld teaches Douglass the alphabet and the rudiments of readings she set
him on a course that “forever unfit[s] him to be a slave’ (48). Once Douglass becnrare
of Hugh Auld’s strong opposition to his literacy, he “set out with high hope, and a fixed @urpos
at whatever cost of trouble, to learn how to read” (48). For blacks, both freed and slagy, lite
was rare, but sought after. Douglass mentioMyirBondage and My Freedattmat his own
mother was literate, but he does not know how she came by this knowledge. Douglaés himse
enjoys a kind of distinction among the slaves because he can read and write. Hemf#s &
teach other slaves to read in his Sabbath school. But slave literacy was*fll@yalishments
for slave literacy included whippings, loss of fingers, branding, sale, or segregBecause it
was illegal to teach a slave to read or wate,'unpardonable offense” Douglass explains, he

finds ways to “trick” local white boys into teaching him his letters ($19.asserts that the day

16 See Heather Andrea WilliamSelf-Taught: African American Education in Slavang FreedonfChapel Hill:
U of North Carolina P,2006); Antonio Bly, “Pretentie can read’: Runaways and Literacy in Colofiakrica,
1730-1776,” Early American Studies: An Interdisciplinary Joah® (2008) 261-94.
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he discovered literacy as the “pathway from slavery to freedom” wakathke realized “the
white man’s power to enslave the black man” (Douglass 48). As the exclusivegeriof
whites, literacy served as a marker of racial difference and cultutasexct by the 1830s, for,
as Douglass mentions in describing the “hungry little urchins” he “converteckatbers” for
the price of bread, among whites, literacy was no longer limited to the middle amctigzses
(51; 50). The democratizing impulse of the Jacksonian era spread functionay iteraddude
most native-born, white American males and in many places women and gelbterate as
well. In 1850, the literacy rate among white, adult Americans was 90 peZtemay 83), but
among free blacks only about 50 percent (Nelson 149). (White) Americans considered
themselves a “nation of readers.” (Zboray 36).

It is precisely the mutual development of literacy and nationalism, sigmated phrase
“nation of readers” that Ronald Zboray clarifiesAiFictive Peoplé®” Zboray argues that in the
complex upheaval of industrialism, Americans turned to fiction to provide a stadpiirdluence
and, in doing so, “the printed word became the primary avenue of national encultusatinn” (
Unlike the spoken word, which requires locality to communicate, the printed word hadlitiye abi
to travel the long distances of the growing nation and engage disparateldsitaders in a
shared text. Zboray contends that this mobility of print invested readers withoé ‘slral
citizenship,” both in the local and the “fictive,” larger community: “[Fictijnekts were not
merely reflecting Americanness; they were attempting to creaReladers looked to these
works to ‘discover’ themselves by imbibing new norms to which they might conforrhleasa

new ways they might interpret their lives” (82; 192). If literacy functiorsed primary means

157 Zboray, Ronald JA Fictive People: Antebellum Economic Developnagtthe American Reading Public
New York: Oxford UP, 1993.
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of producing an “American” self, then African-Americans, slave or frepiedl literacy were
denied the ability to access and forge larger, non-local communities.

The restriction of literacy seems particularly damaging to slavesibe®f the great
cultural significance education had come to hold in antebellum America. Promotedkay to
moral, political, and economic freedom, literacy was central to full osizi¢, to full
Americanness. Even among slaves in the deep South, the value placed on literatty¥as f
Harvey Graff suggests that this value was mostly symbolic, but potertie]“[iterate slave
gained status and importance in the quarters. A source of news and informatiorgfforger
passes, and reader of Scriptures, such a person stood as a symbol of black educability and
achievement and a symbol of defiance. The benefits of literacy were more tiesialnraore
than narrowly functional. Regardless of the threat that it representedslavbesystem, it had
powerful meaning to the slaves themselves” (Graff 382)vhen Hugh Auld scolds his wife for
teaching Douglass the alphabet, Douglass resolves to acquire this knoatladg®sts because
he now understands its importance: “The very decided manner in which [Auld] spoke, and
strove to impress his wife with the evil consequences of giving me instructioad $e
convince me that he was deeply sensible of the truths he was uttering. . . . thenavrguctehe
so warmly urged, against my learning to read, only served to inspire me wihieaatel

determination to learn” (48).

18 For a discussion of the meaning of literacy amslages, see Sidbury, James. “Reading, Revelatiuh,
Rebellion: The Textual Communities of Gabrielnb®ark Vesey, and Nat TurnerNat Turner: A Slave
Rebellion in History and MemoryEd. Kenneth S. Greenberg. New York: Oxford B6Q3. 119-133. For
information about African-American reading commiest see Elizabeth McHenryprgotten Readers: Recovering
the Lost History of African American Literary Sdas (Durham: Duke UP, 2002); and, Anna Mae Duaneikéla
Motherless Child:’ Racial Education at the New K éfrican Free School and iy Bondage and My Freedom
American Literature82.3 (Sept. 2010): 461-88.

139 Graff, Harvey. The Legacies of Literacy: Continuities and Conictidns in Western Culture and Society.
Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana UP, 1987.
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We must guard against the easy equation of literacy and freedom, despiteataiaggpe
as a major trope in African-American texts. Grey Gundaker argues tratrea print culture
that prized literacy, African-Americans were well aware of “the ditplis potentials of reading
and writing” and found ways to avoid or reshape “treacherous print” through “specdic
conditions and concerted efforts to unite for political action” (484hana Nelson argues that
literacy itself is not the “pathway to freedom,” but that the ideology of liyenzay simply
concealequally powerful exclusionary cultural tactics. Literacy in Theory and Practic&rian
Street explains that literacy “is more than just the ‘technology’ intwiiis manifest. . . . Itis a
social process, in which particular socially constructed technologieseatevithin particular
institutional frameworks for specific social purposes” (gtd. in Nelson 24®).antebellum
America, those social purposes often included discriminatory practicestadjaicen-
Americans overwhelming any advantage derived from literacy. Nonss$helaves, like
Douglass, seized literacy without the aid or consent of their masters and usedwiieund
skills to seek freedom for themselves and others. Yet even after the Ciyih&/axpectations
of literacy often went unfulfilled (Graff 363). Despite the dishearteningiesaof racial and
class prejudice that would continue to hamper the freedoms and economic vi&Bifigan-
Americans, the trope of literacy as the “pathway to freedom” became anngnpielce of the
African-American literary legacy, with Douglasf&rrative at the forefront of this tradition.

As important as the theme of literacy was to slaves themselves, Ann Kibbey @releMi

Stepto argue that Douglass’s struggle for literacy is wrested fron tindyacall the

10 Grey Gundaker, “Give Me a Sign: African AmericaRsint, and Practice’A History of the Book in America.
An Extensive Republic: Print, Culture, and Societthe New Nation, 1790-184@ds. Robert Gross and Mary
Kelley. Vol. 2. (Chapel Hill: U of North Caroling, 2010). 483-95.

181 Dana Nelson, “The Word in Black and White: |dmpés of Race and Literacy in Antebellum America.”
Reading in AmericaEd. Cathy N. Davidson. Baltimore: Johns HopKiiP, 1989. 140-156.
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“antilanguage of slavery:® The “antilanguage of slavery,” Kibbey and Stepto write
persuasively, is a discourse that denies the humanity of slaves and “systéyragggtroys the
meaning of words to preserve at any cost the meaning of the one word, ‘sl®®’” Kibbey
and Stepto posit that because slavery refutes the subjectivity of the slavay¢helder is also
held in an odd relationship to language. Unwilling to give commands to a person-slave, a “you,”
the slaveholder necessarily loses status as a speaking “l.” Insteddyétmlisler relies on the
“nonverbal ‘utterance’ of the whip” to command a chattel-slave (Kibbey amtoSté6). But
this “antilanguage” is fractured: “The slaveholder acts as if his utesamergperformative but
they are in fact onlymperative and always contain the possibility for disobedience. . . .For in
the gap that exists between material reality and language—a gap bridgeergby also
maintained, in the master’s whip—there exists the certainty that gkvastilanguage is not
fully definitive, either of material reality or of the slave’s subpatfiburied within it” (Kibbey
and Stepto 180; italics in original). Kibbey and Stepto maintain that Douglass urftosensn
suppressed literal humanity” in the fight with Covey, a physical act to ntetgbutrely physical
body slavery would reduce him to. The fight reveals the slaveholder’s fundameabihty to
command the slave outside of, or even inside of, language.

While Kibbey and Stepto keenly point out the fractured discourse of slavery and its
obfuscation of the slave’s subjectivity, they miss the point by insisting on themighCovey as
Douglass’s determining moment. | would argue strenuously that Douglass'sness of his
own subjectivity occurs primarily because of reading. It is through reduadobuglass
possesses a sense of himself; through reading that Douglass revisg&tstb&his and others’

making; it is through reading that Douglass chooses action. As we shall segg lEamtimes

182 Kibbey, Ann and Michele Stepto. “The AntilanguaifeSlavery: Frederick Douglass’s 18Marrative.”
Critical Essays on Frederick Douglas&d. William L. Andrews. Boston: G. K. Hall, 199 166-191.
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Douglass’s entry point into language and subijectivity long before the fight with C&tgyeven
if we disregard chronology and focus on Negrativemore as a linguistic recreation of
Douglass’s claim of subjectivity, and less as an autobiographical accountgriselifbecomes
the primary means through which Douglass “writes” the world: “reading lowed me to utter
my thoughts” (51). As Kibbey and Stepto suggest, Douglass, at times, feéledhahg to
read had been a curse rather than a blessing” (52) because it brought himntsigs
situation without the solution, but, | will argue, that it is precisely the unique ofagading
Douglass develops and practices throughouNtreative that offers him both the insight and
the solution to his situation. In a similar passage, Kibbey and Stepto maintaita$3osgeaks
about the anguish he experiences once he knows the concept of freedom: “[Freedomidvas hea
in every sound, and seen in everything. It was ever present to torment me withaf seynse
wretched condition. | saw nothing without seeing it, | heard nothing without hearamglifelt
nothing without feeling it. It looked from every star, it smiled in every calnatbeel in every
wind, and moved in every storm” (52). Kibbey and Stepto assert: “In this pathletoy fal
Douglass has no voice of his own, for his commitment to freedom has alienated him from his
material and social existence. The world figuratively ‘speaks’ bedfsm only because, as a
slave, he cannot literally speak it for himself” (169). By focusing on the spgaki unspoken
voice, Kibbey and Stepto miss the depiction of reading Douglass offers us. Dougjasstm
“speak” his freedom, but he surely “reads” it in every text that he meets. dggdas
freedom, Douglass is able to assume subjectivity. As a reading subject, 3augraately,
seizes his freedom.

Claiming as | do, the importance of reading to Douglass’s sense of hirmnesetfiiical

that we look closely at the passages that deal with Douglass’s aocquidititeracy. Though
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Douglass does not use true dialogue inNasrative, the exchange between Mr. and Mrs. Auld
regarding the reading lessons Sophia Auld had been giving Douglass, coniauitar asnse of
immediacy that suggests conversation between the two. Douglass makes a poinhgf quoti
rather than paraphrasing what Auld says: “To use his own words . . . he said, ‘fg@u gi
nigger an inch, he will take an ell. A nigger should know nothing but to obey his master—to do
as he is told to do. Learning wouddoil the best nigger in the world™ (48; italics in original).
In this instance, Douglass includes Auld’s “own words” within his text, not to bem t
primacy, but as we shall see, to make them resignify. Eavesdropping on the camversat
between Mr. and Mrs. Auld opens up to the boy Douglass “a new and special revelation,
explaining dark and mysterious things” (Douglass 48). Pre-literate, hheaslal'reading,”
interpreting the behaviors and discourse surrounding him. In this case, Dougjtasp’s
analytical skills reveal to him the importance of literacy and the high degxedue the white
“masters” place upon it. Douglass demonstrates a keen awareness thafbkl dnave
opposing interests, not just on this occasion, but many. He states: “What [Auld] eauktd]r
that | most desired. What he most loved, that | most hated. That which to him wasevijjre
to be carefully shunned, was to me a great good, to be diligently sought; and therdnghioh
he so warmly urged, against my learning to read, only served to inspire me wsihecade
determination to learn” (Douglass 48). This determination is demonstrated, imntiegliate
sense, through Douglass’s unflagging effort to gain the information needsatito r

In the text of théNarrative, Douglass’s resolve finds expression by repeating, but playing
upon, Auld’s “own words”: “Mistress, in teaching me the alphabet, had given nrethand
no precaution could prevent me from takinge¢h&(50; italics in original). By making Auld’s

words resignify, Douglass overturns the self-limiting characteomzadf him that Auld espouses
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and replaces it with a firmness and intellect not to be hampered. Douglassegceaals the
text of Auld’s conversation, fully realizing Auld’s opposition to slaves reading, bantitbeeads
Auld’s text “against the grain.” That is, Douglass rejects the mesdagdd’s text, turns it
around, and within his owNarrative, finds ways to give Auld’s words different meaning. This
resignification is one of the first of many resignifications inNaerative and the body of
Douglass’s work.

In fact, this strategy of reading and revising becomes Douglass&sigrstyle of
writing. Douglass’s acts of writing are tied inextricably withsaaft reading and revising.
Whether prompted by Garrison and other abolitionists’ limited readings bifainrative and of
the slave body, or white Northerners’ misreadings of slave songs, or his owhuefleadings
of his autobiography(ies), Douglass’s resignifications of white readiniggrodnness and the
black body are generated by reading. For Douglass, re-reading and subsedugntecome
a transforming and transformative appropriation of a discourse of exclusion andruiéf.
Douglass performs radical acts of redefinition when he signifies upon hisgfreasiame: “I
began to want to livapon free landas well as withFreeland (74). The ultimate sign of
oppression, the name of his master, becomes for Douglass, the impetus fer ésaags no
longer content, therefore, to live with him or any other slaveholder” (74).

Many of the passages in tNarrative that deal with Douglass’s resignifications,
particularly resignifications of white “texts,” involve the concept of fiigng” explored by
Henry Louis Gate¥? Though Gates emphasizes the difficulty of defining “signifying”
precisely, the rhetorical technique has to do with the use of irony, parody, puns, playsisn w

or making a portion of a text speak against itself. Though Douglass’s textaustydivoid the

183 See Gates, Henry Louis, JFhe Signifying MonkeyNew York: Oxford UP, 1988.
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black vernacular, a component of many of the African-American texts Galgzemnas
examples of signifying, thHarrative, nonetheless, contains several examples of plays on words,
puns, or other literary strategies that could qualify as signifying.

For example, in another play on words, Douglass resignifies Covey’s comiftents a
their momentous fight. Douglass concludes the narration of his fight with Covayniayg
Covey's statement on itself: “Covey at length let me go, puffing and blowmgat rate,
saying that if | had not resisted, he would not have whipped me half so much. The truth was,
that he had not whipped me at all” (Douglass 68). Emphasizing the emptiness osGowelg,
“puffing and blowing,” amounting to nothing meaningful, Douglass plays on Covey’s
“whipped.” In Covey’s usage “whipped” refers to the fight itself, the beatitdylike Douglass
to believe he received, but Douglass turns the phrase to refer to the liteigbifvg” he did not
receive. Whipping was the punishment Covey intended for Douglass, the official penigbm
striking a white man, and, most significantly, an image that by the 1840s hadccepessent
slavery itself"** Douglass’s first exposure to whipping serves as the moment of initiation into
slavery, his first exposure to slavery’s brutality (34). In abolitionistarahe symbol of the lash
spoke volumes about the evil physical, emotional, and spiritual dominance of the ahityen
the black. When Douglass writes of Covey'’s failure to dominate him physigiythe lash, he
suggests Covey’s failure to dominate him in other ways as well. Douglesstrethe “battle”
with Covey as the “turning-point in my career as a slave. . . [It] revivednuitlei a sense of my
own manhood” (69). He repeats the scene almost word-for-wddg Bondage and My
Freedom though he places the phrase “he had not whipped me at all” in italics for emphasis. By

signifying upon Covey’'s words, Douglass is able to wrap up the fight scene withuigtimgvin
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that foreshadows the literal win he will earn when he escapes to New Yiookigff in reality a
slave at this point and only sixteen years old, on a rhetorical level, Douglass toegobilize
the language of manhood to highlight his success in the altercation with Covey aest sugg
black manhood that is the equal of, or, in this case, the superior to, white manhood.
Additionally, Douglass includes examples that tell of a broader, oral cultuigndi/sg
exhibited by the slaves he knew. For instance, Douglass speaks of the songsasigessthey
went to the Great House Farm:
[The slaves] would make the dense old woods, for miles around,
reverberate with their wild songs, revealing at once the highest jopand t
deepest sadness. They would compose and sing as they went along,
consulting neither time nor tune. The thought that came up, came out—if
not in the word, in the sound;--and as frequently in the one as in the other.
They would sometimes sing the most pathetic sentiment in the most
rapturous tone, and the most rapturous sentiment in the most pathetic tone.
.. they would sing . . . to words which to many would seem unmeaning
jargon, but which, nevertheless, were full of meaning to themselves. (37-
38)
These songs demonstrate the gap between the literal and figurative meéatiegsords, or
between the sentiment of the lyrics and the sound quality of the tune. In this wagy¢he s
songs make evident the “double-voiced” discourse Gates attributes to AfricameAmtexts
and calls the trope of the Talking Book, a way of “making the white writtersp@dk with a
black voice” (131). By using the white, Christian vocabulary of English to exfiress
“complaint of souls boiling over with the bitterest anguish” (Douglass 38), slavis moment
of song, remade the very language of English to speak a black and mournful text.

Douglass offers white readers the clues they need to “read” slave soreyaacuourately.

He explains: “I have been utterly astonished, since | came to the north, to find parsons

184 See Brodhead, Richar€ulture of Letters: Scenes of Reading and Writinlyineteenth-Century America
Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1993, for a discussionasporal punishment and the lash as a “figurdno@ight” in
antebellum America (13).
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could speak of the singing, among slaves, as evidence of their contentment and siappmes
impossible to conceive of a greater mistake” (38). Douglass goes on ty fdawhite readers
the reasons why slaves sing, to relieve “an aching heart” (38). But bedaits@eople have
relied on the literal content of the lyrics of songs, or because they have itee e songs
based on the faulty supposition that singing indicates happiness, many whites have
misunderstood the slave songs. In setting them straight, Douglass suggedisd@irdcnotion

of reading that is at odds with the cerebral image of literacy that dtmsiestern culture.
Douglass says: “If anyone wishes to be impressed with the soul-killegtif slavery, let

him go to Colonel Lloyd’s plantation, and, on allowance-day, place himself in the deep pine
woods, and there let him in silence, analyze the sounds that shall pass through thesatlambe
his soul,--and if he is not thus impressed, it will only be because ‘there is Iminfleis obdurate
heart'®(38). Insisting that the songs be heard in person and in silence, Douglass insists on an
embodied concept of reading that requires bodily experience to “take in” thegmes$sae

song. Though Douglass speaks of the “soul” of the reader, he concludes thistiexhorta a
double image of the body, the “flesh” of the “heart.”

As Douglass’s slave songs passage has been thoughtfully analyzed by prénotars,sc
let me simply underscore my main point here. For Douglass, accurategrethe black text
requires bodily experience. One must allow the sounds of the slave song to move thraaigh one’
own body in order to appropriately “read” them. In this segment, and in the followisageas
“The hearing of these wild notes always depressed my spirit, and filledtmmeffable
sadness. | have frequently found myself in tears while hearing them” (38)laB®@gnnects

reading to the body in much the same way he connects writing to the body in the oft-qnoted pe

1% Douglass alludes to William Cowper’s anti-slavppem, “The Task” (1785): “There is no flesh in rgan
obdurate heart, / It does not feel for man; themmahtbond / Of brotherhood is sever'd as the flakat falls asunder
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in the cracks of the foot paragrajfdhReading the text of slave songs provokes a physical
response for Douglass. The body is altered, changed in some small vaayexpérience of
reading. Douglass’s tears not only signify his sympathy with and sorrow fplighé of his
fellow slaves, but also suggest the underlying premise didineative successful reading
requires a subsequent, embodied doing. That i$\anetive prompts political action to abolish
slavery. Just as Douglass’s reading of the white sails of the ships in th@&dkesBay, “robed
in purest white, so delightful to the eye of freemen, were to me so many shroudesgtghost
terrify and torment me with thoughts of my wretched condition,” urged him to make plans for
escape, the successful reader ofNaerative must take Douglass’s message into his body and
do something with it (64). To accurately read Douglass’s texi\#nsative demands the reader
to oppose slavery and work for its end. To do less is to misre&ththative,in the same way
many Northerners misread the slave songs. ThudJdlmative suggests a model of reading that
results in concrete action and in its action-orientation, is closely tied temsnaf masculinity.
Arguing, then, for a powerful model of reading, as reading resulting in actiorgribept
of reading suggested by Douglass’s three autobiographies draws from notiorsslimtg as
an active, driving force. In thdarrative, shortly after Douglass signifies upon Freeland’s name,
he explains the rationale for his first escape attempt: “I was fast apprgananhood, and year
after year had passed, and | was still a slave. These thoughts roused ost-dd something”
(74). Douglass creates a textual chain of events that goes somethinglike#d, revise, act.
The pattern repeats again and again throughoWahnetive. First, Douglass “reads” a text,
then he revises it, usually in a linguistic sense, and ultimately he takas laased on that

revision. In this formulation, we see Douglass himself as a “reader” of gaxte define the

at the touch of fire.”
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term “text” in its broadest sense, including the texts of human behavior, culture, Etéisdc
political events. In another formulation, we can trace out the strategieslofgehe three
autobiographies advocate for an unspecified, but carefully crafted “readerssabg the
texts. In either case, what we see in the autobiographies is a vision of the-+ehdther
conceived of as Douglass himself or Douglass’s version of an implied reader-eadsoartext,
revises it in some self-ratifying way, and is compelled toward conargtea The reader’s
action not only partakes of cultural images of masculinity, and “manhood,” in particutas
itself defining of the manhood he possesses. The reader, for Douglass, must be, matenly
but a man.

Returning to the Freeland excerpt by way of explanation, we can see théd3durgt
“reads” the circumstance of his continued enslavement by a man named Freelaadisdseie
text by signifying upon Freeland’s name and making the name stand for freett@nthran
oppression. Douglass feels compelled toward action. He must escape. The excerpt
demonstrates the pattern of read, revise, act that marks Douglass’sgraiaiines, but it also
reveals the essential connection between this pattern or strategy ngraadian active notion
of manhood. The embodied reading Douglass advocates, “let him go to Colonel Lloyd’s
plantation . . . place himself in the deep pine woods” is reading in a specificélypaty. The
masculine pronoun used here is not only used by nineteenth century convention. Instead, the

autobiographies contend that to be a successful reader, one musabe a

1% Douglass draws strong connections between writirdjthe body in this passage: “My feet have beerracked
with the frost, that the pen with which | am wrgimight be laid in the gasheNdrrative 45).
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How the reader was made a man

The questions that trouble an analysis of the role of reading in Douglass’s
autobiographies are questions of authorial control, questions of the linguisti¢ystdbili
signifiers like “slave,” “master,” and “man,” and questions about the functitimofexed,
racialized body itself. To keep each of these issues in mind as we delve into tifahele
reader and reading is both complicated and necessary if we are to uncover Baeuglags uses
reading to strategize the slave’s seizure of subjectivity and full geaticn in the
linguistic/textual economy. For Douglass, reading is always based iroa obtlifference,
reliant on schisms between self/other, masculine/feminine, author/textwigekbut these
primary divisions do allow Douglass to conceive of a black reading subject, a c(aukpt
reality) outlawed in Douglass’s time and place.

Feminist critic®’ of theNarrative, reading with an eye toward Douglass’s treatment of
women in the text, point out that “slave” becomes synonymous with “male.” Though Bsugla
mentions multiple instances of cruelty toward women slaves and even subgesided burden
of sexual exploitation that female slaves suffered, Deborah McDoweticthiat these scenes
slip into the voyeuristic and the, at least partial, identification with tivelstdder, and hence,
his pleasure and power: “Douglass’s repetition of the sexualized scengypfnghprojects him

into a voyeuristic relation to the violence against slave women, which he wjaacitethus he

167 See Deborah Gray Whitefg'n’t | a Woman? New York: Norton, 1985 and bell hoolin’t | a Woman:
Black Women and FeminisnBoston: South End P, 1984, for critiques ofc¢hidcal treatment of slave history,
particularly scholars’ emphasis on refuting therfba thesis” at the cost of consideration of thediand
perspectives of female slaves. See Mary Helen Wakin, Valerie Smith, David Leverenz, Deborah Med,
Karen Sanchez-Eppler, Frances Foster, and Jennglitraamong others for analyses of Douglass’srreat of
women.
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enters into a symbolic complicity with the sexual crime he witnes268){*® Karen Sanchez-
Eppler points out that Douglass often writes of freedom from a strictly mapguive. When,

in My Bondage and My Freedomouglass decries the fact that slaves are forbidden from taking
legal wives and maintaining families, he does so from a strictly male poirgvef Banchez-

Eppler explains that from this perspective, women slaves become “the sign arsbcaridi
another’s freedom. The freedom so defined . . . is available to neither child nor wonjaf” (48
When Douglass speaks of his own wife, Anna Murray, he does so with the minimum of detall
Though Murray, a free black woman, was instrumental in Douglass’s escapedveny sthe
receives little attention in the autobiographies, a fact that David Levseeszas evidence of
Douglass’s focus on manhood: “Douglass’s whole sense of latter-day self, in bistrthive

and its revision, focuses on manhood; his wife seems an afterthought. He introducessher to hi
readers as a rather startling appendage to his escape and marries hen dhmesame breath”
(128)° Each of these commentators is accurate in noting Douglass’s male biasphe is
merely extrapolating from personal experience when he sees the shagkeadather, Douglass
focuses on manhood because it is through the concept of manhood that he is able to produce a
practice of reading that allows him to recognize and harness his own sulyjedtivihe

Narrative, Douglass writes: “I have found that, to make a contented slave, it is necessary t
make a thoughtless one. It is necessary to darken his moral and mental vision,amak as f
possible, to annihilate the power of reason. He must be able to detect no inconsistencies

slavery; he must be made to feel that slavery is right; and he can be broughotiytixdten he

188 McDowell, Deborah E. “In the First Place: MakiRgederick Douglass and the Afro-American Narrative
Tradition.” Critical Essays on Frederick Douglas&d. William L. Andrews. Boston, Mass: G. K.IH&92-214.

189 sanchez-Eppler, Karen. “Bodily Bonds: The Ingetig Rhetorics of Feminism and Abolition.”
Representationg4 (Fall 1988). 28-59.
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ceases to be a man” (83). The passage highlights the intellectuabrsttati slavery entails,

the complete divorce of the self from the relational world of human activity. Yetghr
reading, Douglass finds a way of resisting the darkening of his vision. Thedratreading
Douglass practices—read, revise, act—is at the heart of the vision of manhood hesespouse
Thus, when Douglass says: “You have seen how a man was made a slave; you shall see how a
slave was made a man,” he speaks directly to the reader, offering ¢émeestain a kind of
performance of masculine reading (65). The initial part of this much eé&elbchiasmus
contains Douglass’s reading of his first six months at Covey’s farnt,i@si in this time that he
felt “broken in body, soul, and spirit” (64). The final half of the statement containdd3sisy
revision, turning the language of the first half into a promise of action. Lest thatdrawature

of the performance be missed by the inattentive reader, Douglass gasefslup the declaration
by informing us that the events which follow “form an epoch in [his] humble history. (68),

at this moment, there is no humility to be found. Using the hyberbolic “epoch” to dessidbe
months timeframe, here Douglass acts as storyteller extraordirae&ylty controlling the

pace, rhythm, and mood of his account.

The altercation with Covey forms the most memorable and dramatic episode of the
Narrativefor, in the textual recreation of this experience, Douglass says it “revitied we a
sense of my own manhood,” but through it, he also betters the “white man” in the contest for hi
own representation (69). As | mentioned earlier, within the autobiographies, Bsisglen
over Covey, the fact that he is not whipped after all, suggests a kind of triumph over slave
itself and the all-controlling power of the white man. Though Douglass remdmsedia

form” after the confrontation with Covey, he was no longer a “slave in fact” (6t i3,

10 everenz, David. “Douglass’s Self-Fashionindfanhood and the American Renaissantthaca: Cornell UP,
1989.
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Douglass “did not hesitate to let it be known of me, that the white man who expectecetxisucc
in whipping, must also succeed in killing me” (69). Tying together and overlaggnmptions
of manhood, freedom, and linguistic play, Douglass accomplishes not only a phygma vi
over Covey, but the ability to create the terms of the episode’s recreation.aSoagsumes
authorial control of the narration of the event and his own representation. Moreovaesgbeca
Douglass revised hidarrativeand later reviseMy Bondage and My Freedowith The Life
and Times of Frederick Douglags381), itself expanded and revised in 1892, he becomes, quite
literally, his own ideal reader. Douglass’s reading ofNherative, is inscribed irBondage and
Freedom;his reading oBondage and Freedoforms the text ofrhe Life(1881) and later, the
expanded 1892 edition. Each of these inscriptions and subsequent revisions place Douglass in
the joint position of both author and reader. In this way, Douglass produces an image or
representation of himself that is both powerful and persuasive. As DouglasH hioudée
attest, he is, in more ways than one, a “self-made Afan.”

The battle for representation that the Covey fight enacts, is played outlgimith the
authenticating documents published and bound witiNdreative In From Behind the Vell
Robert Stepto contends that the letters by William Garrison and Wendebp®&lulieate a “war”
with Douglass’s text for authorial control of tNarrative This war, Stepto suggests, is not one
of author against progenitor, as in Harold Bloom’s oedipal thesis, but for African-gemeri
writers, the battle is “more of a race ritual than one of patricide,” betwetst ‘@nd
authenticator (editor, publisher, guarantor, patron)” {(#53tepto concludes that Douglass’s text

succeeds in establishing its own authentication; Douglass retains autbotral.c

" pouglass gave an inspirational speech titled “Skdtle Men” throughout his life, from 1859 on. For analysis
of the speech, see Waldo E. Marfiitne Mind of Frederick Douglashapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 1982.

172 Stepto, RobertFrom Behind the Veil: A Study of Afro-American fdéive. Urbana: U of lllinois P, 1979.
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It is interesting to note the language of warfare Stepto uses to deberitanflict of
voices within the opening pages of tdarrative Here, it seems, the vocabulary of physical
altercation with which Douglass describes the fight with Covey, spills infid&eanalysis of
the strictly literary struggles between Douglass and prominent whitesvoides, no doubt
unconscious, critical stance reflects the masculinist bias of Douglass'&gtng, reinforcing
“manhood” not only as a prominent theme in the autobiographies, but also as a prominent
perspective through which Douglass himself is viewed and evaluated.

Deborah McDowell is alert to precisely this kind of bias in contemporary sshigdan
Douglass. By approaching the authenticating documents as a battle, a comaetdng male
texts and authors, we may miss the more fundamental issues at stake mithesreps between
these texts. McDowell points to a passage fidondage and Freedom which Douglass
describes himself learning to write in the blank spaces of a discarded copybdb&n my
mistress left me in charge of the house, | had a grand time; | got Master Toamy books
and pen and ink, and, in the ample spaces between the lines, | wrote other lines, akenbaly |
as possible” (235)"* For McDowell, this passage is significant in that it highlights exactly the
dynamics at work here between the various male texts. She states pelcepti

This hand-to-hand combat between black and white men for physical, then
narrative, control over bodies and texts raises the question of who is on
whose side? For, in its allegiance to the dialectics of dominance and
subordination, Douglassiarrativeis, and not surprisingly so, a by-

product of Master Tommy’s copybook, especially in its gendered division
of power relations. The representation of women being whipped, in form
and function, is only one major instance of this point but the

representation of women, in general, shows Master Tommy’s imprint.
(206)

173 Frederick Douglasfly Bondage and My Freedonl855. Frederick Douglass: Autobiographie€d. Henry
Louis Gates, Jr. (New York: Library of Americ96). 103-452.
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By adopting the competitive, white, male model and its unequal power relations, Dalgpass
adopts an unequal power structure between men and women.

We can see evidence of tNarrative’sparticipation in gender hierarchies and roles in
Douglass’s depictions of Sophia Auld. In a passage which examines the bruttheatg of
slavery on both the slaveholder and the slave, Douglass describes Sophia Auldisnictist
from “a kind and tenderhearted woman” to a “demon” (50; 48):

Slavery proved as injurious to her as it did to me. When | went there, she
was a pious, warm, and tenderhearted woman. There was no sorrow or
suffering for which she had not a tear. She had bread for the hungry,
clothes for the naked, and comfort for every mourner that came within her
reach. Slavery soon proved its ability to divest her of these heavenly
qualities. Under its influence, the tender heart became stone, and the
lamblike disposition became one of tiger-like fierceness. (50)
Here, Sophia Auld is presented, initially, according to the gendered expestatiantebellum
women that Barbara Welter terms, the “cult of true womanh8bdEmphasizing piety, purity,
submissiveness, and domesticity, Douglass’s early depiction of Sophia Auld cotdorms
gendered expectations of her, but slavery disrupts this culturally accegepiteon.
“Fierceness” and later, “fury” are the crimes of which Douglass actiseruelty seems less
an issue than forcefulness. He indicates that “the first step in her downwarel wasris her
ceasing to instruct me” (50), but fails to acknowledge that, as a woman, Sophia Alsldl the
social and cultural inferior of her husband, the white “master.” When she “comntence
practice her husband’s precepts . . . She was not satisfied with doing as well asnaaded)

she seemed anxious to do better” (Douglass 50). Douglass passes thesatstateer leaving

them unexplored. He does not acknowledge that the selfsame power structure whichrholds hi

174 See Welter, Barbara. “The Cult of True Womanhdd@®0-1860.” Dimity Convictions: The American Woman
in the Nineteenth CenturyAthens: Ohio UP, 1976. 21-41.

167



in literal bondage produces a kind of figurative bondage for her as well, nor does he ¢khamine
reasons for her anxiety to exceed her husband’s expectations and fulfill hre&ooln

The question then becomes, how is Master Tommy’s “imprint” felt in the notion of
reading produced by Dougla$$? How does this white power hierarchy play out on the page?
For Douglass, it seems largely to confine the autobiographies to a notion ofjreask&d in
difference, whether racial, sexual, or textual. Douglass’s modeldihgearead, revise, act—
produces a black reading subject, but that subject is conceived as male. Deuglasspt of
manhood informs his notion of reading so fundamentally, that the two cannot be divorced.
Retaining and resignifying the black, male body became a primary themeugtass and key
to his concept of reading and of authorial control.

At an August 1841 anti-slavery convention in Nantucket, Douglass spoke publicly about
his experiences as a slave for one of the first times. It was a transfermatment for him. He
says in théNarrative “. .. the idea of speaking to white people weighed me down. | spoke but
a few moments, when | felt a degree of freedom, and said what | desired with @bisidase”
(92-93). Speaking his story offers Douglass a “degree of freedom,” linkingehkisg
voice/text with freedom of expression, at the least. Douglass gives aaftdzunt of the
incident inMy Bondage and My Freedontlere, he tells of how Garrison spoke after him: “Mr.
Garrison followed metaking me as his tek(212; emphasis added). The phraseology of this
observation suggests a sense of the deeper dynamic at work in the relationslapa bet

Douglass and the abolitionist movement and provides a neat handle for the andhgsisaf

5 For a discussion of Douglass’s use of languagef@maation of identity from a psychological persiee, see
Kimberly Drake. "Rewriting the American Self: Ra€ender, and Identity in the Autobiographies afdarick
Douglass and Harriet JacobMELUS22.4 (1997): 91-108VILA International BibliographyEBSCO. Web. 27
Oct. 2009.
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Douglass himself, and particularly his racialized body, become texts tadbéyeavhite
audiences, readers, and abolitionists.

Douglass explains that even among the abolitionists, race prejudice wastakivbdte,
abolitionist readings of his black body were often fearful, if not downright hostiléhen it was
said to me, ‘Mr. Douglass, | will walk to meeting with you; | am not afraid black man,’ |
could not help thinking—seeing nothing very frightful in my appearance—‘And why should you
be?’ The children at the north had all been educated to believe that if they wele lwdd, t
blackman—not the oldlevi—would get them” (2188ondage and Freedantalics in
original).’”® Douglass does not here examine the conflagration between black man and devil, but
clearly, the slippage becomes yet another of the troubling aspects ofaditsigtirelation to
slavery in the text. Douglass’s prime motive for including the account is to undeifseore
amount of prejudice that existed at the north—Douglass couldn’t find work in the skaltked t
but had to work as an unskilled laborer, he was “escorted” off trains because of hisakin col
served separately from whites at restaurants and hotels, etc.—even hosenglio were
working to end slavery.

Despite the financial and physical hardships no doubt caused by white regidlqa,
what seems to have been most difficult for Douglass were the abolitioarsp#itto control his
self-presentation, speeches, and ultimately, texts. Douglass recounesthag@placed on him
to adhere to a narrow role, that of the plantation slave speaking a simple acduosrif®in
slavery. But Douglass had other ideas: “I was now reading and thinking. Blew of the

subject were presented to my mind. It did not entirely satisfy martate wrongs; | felt like

78 Each of the references to Douglass’s writing fitere to the end of the chapter are from DouglassieFick.
My Bondage and My Freedom. The Oxford Frederickddss ReaderEd. William L. Andrews. New York:
Oxford UP. 164-222.

169



denouncinghem. . . . Besides | was growing, and needed room” (214; italics in original).
Within Garrison, John Collins, and George Foster’'s encouragement to tell tgogrand “be
yourself,” we see a determined attempt to direct Douglass’s presentaditex Garrison
frames Douglass’s speeches by whispering to him before he steps up toftinen ptakell your
story, Frederick™ (213). Collins advises: “Be yourself. . . and tell yoonys It was said to
me, ‘Better have a little of the plantation manner of speech than not; ‘tis noh&iegbu seem
too learned™ (214). Foster “always wished to pin me down to my simple narra@wee us the
facts,” said Collins, ‘we will take care of the philosophy” (213). Even among thdiabts,
Douglass is expected to confine his self-presentation to a plantation sterectygpeizable to
antebellum audiencés. In the abolitionist “handling” of Douglass, we can see an attempt to
appropriate the speaking black body of a former slave for, albeit, joint purposebsetitiem of
slavery—but Douglass resists the usurpation of his text, declaring: “Tkes&eet friends were
actuated by the best of motives, and were not altogether wrong in their ahdcsill | must
speak just the word that seemedrtethe word to be spokdsy me” (214; italics in original).
Twice, Douglass emphasizes his selfhood in the foregoing formulation; he knovestf hanfse
the “me” at issue. Moreover, Douglass defies abolitionist opposition as he andepublishes
his own anti-slavery journallhe North Star.

When Douglass breaks with Garrison over the question of whether to advocate the

dissolution of the union, he has come fully into his own Viéwlost importantly, he recounts

17 See Sterling Brown’s, now classic, 1933 “Negrafeter as Seen by White Authors” for an analykiseven,
prevalent literary types used to depict African-Aio@ns in nineteenth- and early twentieth-centunyetican
literature by white writers. Brown underscored tiygneralizations aboubhe Negro character remain a far better
analysis of a white man than thie Negro” (179). Brown, Sterling. “Negro CharactsrSeen by White Authors.”
Journal of Negro Educatiof (1933) : 179-203.

8 For more information about the differences of amirbetween Douglass and Garrison (and black arittwh

abolitionists), see: James Oliver Horton and [Eisiorton.In Hope of Liberty: Culture, Community, and Protest
among Northern Free Blacks, 1700-188%ew York: Oxford UP, 1997. 237-68.; Leon F. Ligk. North of
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the blossoming of his own interpretation or reading of the Constitution. He explairieewhy
initially accepted Garrison’s view and why he later rejects it:
Brought directly, when | escaped from slavery, into contact with aafass
abolitionists regarding the constitution as a slaveholding instrument . . . it
is not strange that | assumed the constitution to be just what their
interpretation made it. . . .
My new circumstances compelled me to re-think the whole subject . . . By
such a course of thought and reading, | was conducted to the conclusion
that the constitution of the United States . . . could not well have been
designed at the same time to maintain and perpetuate a system of rapine
and murder like slavery . . . (217-218)
Douglass has put aside the reading conventions of the Garrisonians and formet reigdimg
of the best political strategy to end slavery. Again, we see Douglasg aatihis preferred
pattern of reading. First, he reads (and thinks). Next, he revises. And, finallyaBoagts.
Here, he discards Garrison’s reading of the Constitution in favor of his own. Wisaey
particularly inMy Bondage and My Freedoms Douglass’s development as a political speaker
and activist in his own right.

To a large extent, Douglass’s self-presentation as a leader owes muchdbodhef
reading laid out in the autobiographies, a notion clearly aligned with his concephbbaod.
This model of reading, in its insistence on “manly” action and masculine embodiment,
incorporates a binary knowledge system, familiar to Douglass in the whitéeM/gsatriarchal
social and cultural milieu of antebellum America. That his self-fashipaimg) more relevantly

here, his fashioning of a black reading subject, does not challenge many culing@tsns at the

core of this knowledge system is not what interests me about the idea of readjt@sBou

Slavery: The Negro in the Free States, 1790-188cago: U of Chicago P, 1961. 214-46.; andeJdnPease and
William H. PeaseThey Who Would Be Free: Blacks’ Search for Freedi880—-1861New York: Atheneum,
1974.
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produced. What is remarkable is the extent to which Douglass was able to Hagness t
dichotomies which surrounded him and use them to depict a black, literate manhood, outlawed in
his own day, yet compelling enough to continue to influence American literature in pur ow
Delicate Ears, Tenderhearted Tears, and the Authority of Experience(Un)Knowing in
Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl

Douglass’s autobiographies depict literacy as a conduit to freedom andisitpjem a
failed escape attempt, Douglass consumes the forged pass, literally ingestirgten word.
But for Harriet Jacobs, literacy functions less straightforwardly. Jachizsdents in the Life of
a Slave Girl, Written by Hersgl1861)suggests no easy equation of literacy and freedom.
Unlike Douglass who wrested the knowledge to read and write against his'snastieibition,
Jacobs is taught to read by her first mistress, gaining knowledge of ttenwrdrd from the
very woman who holds her in bondage. Literacy does not bring freedom, but complicates
slavery. In fact, literacy itself becomes an especial form of persedat Jacobs as her master
uses her ability to read and write against her.

Ultimately, Jacobs will wield her literacy as a strategy to sdoere@wn freedom through
false letters mailed from the North that trick her master into belieshedhas already escaped
his grasp, though she remains hidden in the attic above her grandmother’s shed forsgoeee t
years. Later, she will agitate for abolition by writing for anti-stgweewspapers, and in 1861,
she will publish her boldest proclamation against slave exploitation, a narrativelité irer
slavery,Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. Incidemgsot only a remarkable account of a
woman’s slave experience from an historical perspective, but it merits bottapapdiIcritical

attention for its focus on the rampant sexual abuse of slave women and the cultuchithis
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abuse flourishes. Moreovéncidentstakes an unflinching look at Northern complacency and
complicity in slavery.

In its journey from critical obscurity to prominence, Harriet Jacdbsgislentshas been
examined from many perspectives, but the question of genre is, perhaps, the emsstadyt
discussed. Because the text shares so many features and narrative techimndbhes w
sentimental novel, it was for years dismissed, overlooked, or rejected outrigtarfadysis as a
slave narrativé” Verisimilitude has long been considered to be integral to the political project
of slave narratives because only by establishing the factuality oftteunts of slavery could
their authors convince the reading public that slavery ought to be abdfiSAddbrefore, a slave
narrative which draws techniques from the sentimental novel raises questions/ radtaartl
narrative style or form, but also about its political objective(s). Yet, Jabelself, seems to
address this issue in the preface when she writes as Linda Brent: “Remadssured this
narrative is no fiction” (1)** Acknowledging the “incredible” events in her account and
apologizing for her execution of the narrative, Jacobs calls directly on hemweaters when
she states: “I do earnestly desire to arouse the women of the North to agesdirse of the
condition of two millions of women at the South, still in bondage” (1). In this call for sitjida

Jacobs seems to use the sentimental mode specifically to connect withrisadals.

179 Jean Fagan Yellin's 1981 work to corroborate tiseohical accuracy of Jacob’s account of her lifssiavery in
Edenton, North Carolina established the autheptafithe narrative. See Yellin, Jean Fagan. “Wnitoy Herself:
Harriet Jacobs’s Slave NarrativeRmerican Literatures3 (1981): 479-486. and Yellin, Jean Fagan. tBexi
Contexts of Harriet Jacobdiscidents in the Life of a Slave Girl: Written Hgrself The Slave’s Narrative Eds.
Charles T. Davis and Henry Louis Gates, Jr. NewkYdxford UP, 1985.

180 Barbara Foley’s “The Uses of the Documentary MindBlack Literature.” PMLA 95.3 (1980): 389-403, places
the generic expectation of verisimilitude for slangratives in context with demands for veracityaothentication
in other “black literature,” by African-American thors or literature dealing with the African-Amexicexperience.

181 All quotes from Jacobs are from Harriet Jacdbsidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written bgridelf 1861.
Ed. Jean Fagan Yellin. Cambridge, Mass.: Harl#rd1987.
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Sally Mitchell’'s “Sentiment and Suffering” offers a context for theeption of
sentimental fiction by women readers of the 1850s, ‘60s, and®*7T8ough Jacobs’s slave
narrative is more complicated (and complicating) than the “highly emotidiggitreading of
the mid-century woman'’s novel, the emotional identification of the “woman readkérthe
characters in these plots, can be instructive with regdnttidents Like the sentimental novel,
Jacobs’s narrative seeks to connect with the reader primarily through emonoingfar
common space of deep, though typically, unvoiced, shared emotion. Mitchell points out that the
sentimental novel “gratifies common needs; . . . gives repressed emotions habisrpublicly
acceptable . . . It also affords recognition that these needs are common—sliveeed bethor
and reader, and reader and reader” (34). Writing across lines of racesanalscéhe was, the
value of this shared emotional space between Jacobs and her reader cannot be watddrestim
For, unlike the women’s novels Mitchell analyzes, Jacobs uses this emotionaltoonas the
platform from which to launch her social and political critigieCarolyn Karcher has rightly
argued that Jacobs politicizes the domestic n8YeHazel Carby and Mary Helen Washington
assert that Jacobs’s work reflects her involvement in political femimshier narrative

advocates political action for womé&h.Jean Fagan Yellin stresses the alliances between women

182 5ee Mitchell, Sally. “Sentiment and Suffering:omven’s Recreational Reading in the 1860¢gittorian Studies
21 (1977): 29-45. Though the plots of sentimefittibn can be viewed correctly as “the daydreafthe
common reader,” Mitchell goes on to argue that tmystitute an emotional, not intellectual critiqpfeheir
culture. Jacobs makes use of this aspect of titérsental fiction, yet adds to it a scathing pobti commentary, as
well.

183 As Jean Fagan Yellin describes, the narrativeivede lackluster reception at the time of its 1@@blication.
“[Plerhaps,” Yellin explains “as the nation movedvard civil war, yet another slave narrative seewfethinor
importance” (xxiv). See Yellin, Jean Fagan. ddtiction. Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written begrdelf
By Harriet Jacobs. 1861. Ed. Jean Fagan Yellambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1987. xiii-xxxiv.

184 See Carolyn Karcher, “Rape, Murder, and Reveng8lavery’s Pleasant Homes': Lydia Maria Child'sith
Slavery Fiction and the Limits of GenreWomen’s Studies International Foruth4 (1986). 323-33.

185 See Hazel CarbyReconstructing Womanhood: The Emergence of tfeAxfrerican Woman Novelishew

York: Oxford UP, 1987; Washington, Mary Heleimvented Lives: Narratives of Black Womslew York:
Doubleday, 1987.
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in Incidents She claims that Jacobs highlights her relationships with other women, including
white women who risk real danger to offer Jacobs assistance. The narrallivendantains,
“represents an attempt to establish an American sisterhood and to activaigtéhnladod in the
public arena” (xxxiii):®
Nonetheless, as strong as this call to sisterhood may be, Jacobs equadiyttesser
disparities between black and white women in the antebellum United Statesgltigglthe
inconsistent opportunities between white and black women, Jacobs lays the expetileace of
white sister beside that of the black sister, but no reciprocity is possible:
| once saw two beautiful children playing together. One was a fair white
child; the other was her slave, and also her sister. When | saw them
embracing each other, and heard their joyous laughter, | turned sadly away
from the lovely sight. | foresaw the inevitable blight that would fall on the
little slave’s heart. | knew how soon her laughter would be changed to
sighs. The fair child grew up to be a still fairer woman. From childhood
to womanhood her pathway was blooming with flowers . . . How had
those same years dealt with her slave sister, the little playmate of he
childhood? She, also, was very beautiful; but the flowers and sunshine of
love were not for her. She drank the cup of sin, and shame, and misery,
whereof her persecuted race are compelled to drink.
In view of these things, why are ye silent, ye free men and women of the north?
Why do your tongues falter in maintenance of the right? (29-30)
Race proves too potent. Despite the connections Jacobs’s style establishes imetieeand
reader, and despite the form of reading as mutual recognitiomti@dentspromotes, ultimately,
Jacobs is unable to imagine a successful white reading of her text. Hdaeht@kes much the
same argument, saying that relationships between white and black women xt dertet lead

to a form of sisterhood, but instead “involve cruelty and betrayal and placeferndée readers

in the position of having to realize their implication in the oppression of black women,qprior t

18 jJean Fagan Yellin, Introductiomncidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written berself By Harriet Jacobs.
1861. Ed. Jean Fagan Yellin. Cambridge, Massurvatd UP, 1987. Xiii-xxxiv.
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any actual realization of the bonds of ‘sisterhood™ (81 )Alternately,Incidentscontains its
own ratification in Ellen’s sensitive and understanding reading of her mothmystisat
contrasts with the always racially inflected readings of her textghitg readers, such as Lydia
Maria Child, who edits Jacobs’s work, or Amy Post, who writes the app&hdix.

Incidentsseeks connection between writer and reader through a reading based in mutual
recognition, but race ultimately disrupts this vision, repeating the vexedhsistl of white and
black women depicted in the narrative. The text of Brent's racialized bodgadés. For even
after Jacobs has attained freedom in the North, she remains unfulfilled: &ame df my life is
not yet realized. | do not sit with my children in a home of my own. | still long foadHhstone
of my own, however humble” (513)lacobs’s economic viability is tied to the patronage of a
white woman'®whose husband, Nathaniel Parker Willis, a prominent magazine writer and
editor, was proslavery.

Yet, the failure to connect across a wide reading audience, the failurebicsbdtae
kinds of mutually acknowledging relationships that could lead to successfulgeadhe sense
Jacobs proposes, should not, ultimately, be read as simple failure.Indgilahtsis most
instructive about is found precisely in these moments of failure. In fact, thévetn@matizes

failures of a kind, and, | would argue, it is this very thematization thatabJdagreatest

187 carby,Reconstructing Womanhood.

188 See Hazel Carby for an examination of how diffeemnin social status affected the relationshipséen Jacobs
and Lydia Maria Child and Amy Post. Hazel Carbigear My Voice, Ye Careless Daughters’: Narratioés
Slave and Free Women Before Emancipatiéifrican-American Autobiography: A Collection®@fitical Essays.
Ed. William L. Andrews. Upper Saddle River, NJ:eRtice Hall, 1993. 59-76. See Sanchez-Epplea for
discussion of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s raciallyanfed interactions with Jacobs. Karen SanchezeEppbuching
Liberty: Abolition, Feminism, and the Politicstbe Body Berkeley: U of California P, 1993.

189 Jacobs cares for the children of Nathaniel P.iVilShe works first for Mary Stace Willis, Willsfirst wife,

and after her death, for Cornelia Grinell Williss Becond wife. Both of the Mrs. Willises opposéalery and tried
to help Jacobs, but she never felt entirely corafde in their home, convinced as she was of Naghanillis’s
support of slavery. Jacobs concealed her litezéfgrts from the Willises.
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contribution toward a critique of hegemonic reading practidesidents in the Life of a Slave

Girl draws attention to failures, specifically, failurektmw,in a way that exposes the workings

of the culture at largelncidentssuggests atrategyof unknowingmobilized as a cultural

practice of mystification, obfuscating the culture’s own ideology and gmlithgain and again
throughout the narrative, Jacobs presents reading as a skill which hinges upangajperi
knowledge. That is, the narrative posits that to read well requires experiethceoiee

importantly, it requires that critical examination of experience thataesvn as analysis. But for
Jacobs, this analysis of experience, Kmswing is often paired with or thwarted by an equally
potentunknowingthat deflects, distorts, undoes the analysis gained. Jacobs holds the mirror to

antebellum America, revealing its overriding desire to remain unknown Ko itse

Reading a Different Story

Prominent abolitionist_ydia Maria Child, who had already received both ostracism and
notoriety for her 1833 publication &in Appeal in Favor of That Class of Americans Called
Africans™® writes the introduction to Jacobs'’s narrative. In it, Child promises to withdraw the
veil from subjects “which some call delicate . . . and others indelicate,” thalssbuse of
women slaves. Her goal, like Jacobs’s, is to marshal the reader’s supporttafrabotl her
cooperation in aiding runaways. Yet, Child’s address to the reader remaindiffieignt than
Jacobs’s for several important reasons. In the first place, Child writestasadhor of the text,

not as its black, runaway slave author. Child’s is not the black body whose features and

%0 n response to hekppeal many subscribers cancelled their subscriptiodsit@nile MiscellanyChild’s journal.
In 1834, she gave up her position as editor. KZ&en Sanchez-Eppler. “Bodily Bonds: The IntetisgcRhetorics
of Feminism and Abolition.”"Representation24 (1988): 43.
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sexuality are under discussion. In the second place, there is no racial diffleetnween Child
and (the vast majority of) her readers. When Child writes that she will withHeavell which
conceals the most “monstrous features” of slavery, she does so, she says, “ke tifarsa
sisters in bondage, who are suffering wrongs so foul, that our ears are too tieliséda to
them” (4)** Child’s comments cue us in on at least two of the major issues which underlie
Incidents First, there is the issue of “sisterhood” which Child gestures towards and second,
there is the question of “delicacy” as it relates to the relationships betveseen and their
bodies, and between black and white women as “sisters,” and, finally, the degree tdishich t
“delicacy” hinders or helps women'’s solidarity. Jacolstsdentsresponds to Child’s
introduction by problematizing the relationship of reader to the text: How will tite wveader
read or understand Jacobs’s pseudonymous Linda Brent and her black, slave body?l How wi
Jacobs’s construction of Brent's sexuality affect this interpretatioo® will white readers
adjudicate between the behavioral standards of women’s decorum and the dititg rda
abuse and exploitation referenced in the text? How will the reader and writdtigle
differences (of race, class, experience) impact upcodentss ability to forge connections
between women? And, finally, what depictions of readingweidentsoffer that are not
divided by race? Dodacidentsdepict a black reading subject?

Sandra Gunning’s densely-layered “Reading and Redemptlanidents in the Life of a
Slave Gir]” looks closely at Child’s positioning of Jacobs in the introduction. Gunning points
out that for nineteenth century readers, Jacobs’s placement in the public sphete tihequages

of her narrative and the “unveiled” posture of the introduction, puts her outside the “fealm o

191 ydia Maria Child. Introduction by the Editomcidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written bgriself By
Harriet Jacobs. 1861. Ed. Jean Fagan Yellin. I€&ige, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1987. 3-4.
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shielding domesticity” normalized and racialized as white, feminine, anal fi®6)**
Jacobs’s position in public, on the other hand, is un-feminizing and racialized as black. This
positioning, Gunning maintains, confers the white reader with the authority to juddes:J4By
focusing on the problem of audience reception (the problem of indecorousness), Child draws
attention not to the slave narrator’s authority to determine the meaning ofuesy staut to the
privatized privilege of the white reader to interpret and pass judgment onsBien&nd—if we
follow the gist of Child’s metaphor of the unveiling—on Brent’s body as well” (136).eMaar,
Gunning argues, in contrasting the horrors of slavery and the female slave bateslure it
to the “ears . . . too delicate to listen” of Northern, white women readers, Childetistances
black and white women from each other and suggests that the stories of black womeamrare bett
unheard. The silent black woman becomes the appropriate “object of charity’logkrtiae
“disembodied white female reader” can apply “protective moral influence” (137)Ja8abs
remains unrestrained by the prescriptives of the introduction. She forges aly idemierself
that uses her experience in slavery as the source, not of her contamination, bautdidray:
“It is precisely Jacobs’s experience as a participant (the sameanqeewhich might repulse the
audience) that her preface argues is the premiere qualification fgmiagsher the role of judge
... Clearly, what Child sees as the point of danger for white women becomes a source of
authority for Jacobs” (Gunning 139).

Though white readings of her slave body may seek to define Jacobs strietimsnoff
her slave experience, Jacobs, instead, claims that experience asgg strassert her authority
above and beyond white readings of her victimized body. Jacobs’s assumption of divthorita

experience deflects the judgment of her white audience. Jacobs writelly didelressing the

192 5andra Gunning. Reading and Redemption in Intsderthe Life of a Slave Girl.” Eds. Deborah Mar@eld
and Rafia ZafarHarriet Jacobs andncidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. New YorkCambridge UP, 1996. 31-55.
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reader of her text, “Reader, it is not to awaken sympathy for myselfdhatélling you
truthfully what I suffered in slavery. | do it to kindle a flame of compassigour hearts for
my sisters who are still in bondage, suffering as | once suffered” (29). Jacobsdaffect her
readers and inspire them to political action. She posits a solidarity betweeli &ied other
enslaved women. Moreover, she wants to “enflame” her readers against.sl&Veuld that |
had more ability,” Jacobs laments, “[bJut my heart is so full, and my pen is so waak!”
Emphasizing her emotional state as she writes, Jacobs seeks an imnoedhattian to her
reader in the form of emotional response. Shared emotions—between writer andarehde
between reader and reader—become the first step, in what Jacobs, hopeshwitebedr's
transformation into a political opponent of slavery.

Jacobs’s mode of narration calls for emotional response, a technique whichresdlie
some twentieth century readers who doubted the authenticity of the narrativete Brespi
sentimental narration, Claudia Tate contends that nineteenth-centurynAfnearican women'’s
narratives are most accurately viewed as “discourses of liberatigmecisely the kind of
“emancipatory” reading Carla Kaplan warns against. In “Recupgraents: Narrative
Contracts, Emancipatory Readers, &mddents in the Life of a Slave GirKaplan asks,
repeating the phrases of critics of Jacobs’s work: “In what sense is’f#Brargerable, wasting,
wasted seven-year period a form of ‘effective combat’? Do her letthg effect a ‘power
reversal'? Do they ‘pry apart’ the social system?” (287Xaplan smartly reminds us that, as

readers, the text involves us in attempts to retrieve Jacob’s agency: “whiametn for us to

193 Claudia Tate. “Allegories of Black Female Desie; Rereading Nineteenth-Century Sentimental Niarrs of
Black Female Authority.”Changing Our Own Words: Essays on Criticism, Theand Writing by Black Women.
Ed. Cheryl A. Wall. New Brunswick: Rutgers UP 889

194 carla Kaplan. “Recuperating Agents: Narrative Eacts, Emancipatory Readers, andidents in the Life of a

Slave Girl" Provoking Agents: Gender and Agency in TheoryRiadttice Ed. Judith Kegan Gardiner. Chicago:
U of lllinois P, 1995. 280-301.
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recover or recuperate Jacob’s agency when we, as readers, are prollgraatiaanavoidably
(albeit also variously and differently) implicated in the process of its amtisin?” (288).
Kaplan’s question, now fifteen years old, continues to prove fruitful for analysiadmeitasks
us to consider not only the particular form of agency we attribute to Jacoblsdatiaroles as
readers of Jacobs’s text. A critical, contemporary reader is as muchribne} involved in the
active attempt to retrieve Jacobs’s agency, or to supplant it with our own, gsweaseteenth
century reader. How, then, does the text construct us as readers? What roles fdoesi of
What does it mean for us to occupy these roles or to reject them? And, what dods the tex
suggest, is the nature of the reader’s relation to the text itself?

As several critics have noted, Jacobs’s narrative asserts that pesgmeraénce informs
reading practice. To read well requires experience. Perhaps, Jaceasestobnunciation of
this thesis is found in her review of Amelia Matilda Murraly&ters From the United States,
Cuba, and Canadél856), a proslavery account of Murray’s travels through the United States.
Jacobs corrects Murray’s errors: “A small portiomgfexperience would enable her to read her
own pages with anointed eyes. If she were to lay aside her title, and, instesitingf &mong
the fashionable, become domesticated, . . . she would see and hear things that would make he
tell quite a different story” (185; italics in original). Jacobs contrastasata knowledge of the
realities of slave life with the perspective of the outsider, Murray. A mareatd experience
with slavery, Jacobs insists, would radically shift Murray’s view, promptingdesvise, to
“read her own pages with anointed eyes.” Jacobs’s comments underscore thi extectt
reading, as a practice, both draws upon and perpetuates received notions of “thagsagréhi
the sum total of knowledge and meaning-making practices operative in a etikugéven

moment. When faced with the text of Southern slavery, Murray reads the proslavehgone
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expects to find, but Jacobs counters this seeming inevitability with a firdtehgoerience that
could offer Murray new ways of interpreting or reading slave life in thetSoMoreover, in her
treatment of Murray, Jacobs suggests that her experience could help Murray, notpenbetve
slavery more accurately, or to better understand Jacobs’s text, but to “r¢&litray’s] own
pages” with new eyes. That is, the slave narrator's experience serves not oaketthenslave
narrative more intelligible to readers, but can prompt a rereading of autitered texts, this
time with new knowledge derived from the slave experience. The result ofrdading is
“quite a different story” to the one based on received notions of race.

Though the role of experience in Jacobs’s concept of reading has been noted and
examined by several critics, and though Jacobs’s call for political actidrekrasestablished,
Jacobs’s unique formulation of reading itself as a political process hasemo¢x@ored. By
throwing responsibility back on the reader the way she does in this excerpt and in other
instances, Jacobs requires that readers expand their own reading practicegoyatiag the
knowledge and experience of others. Additionally, she expects her readers to go back to the
own texts “with anointed eyes.” Experience gleaned from the written word, shieuldrad
transform a reader’s viewpoint, Jacobs insists. This form of reading whichesether
incorporation of both first- and second-hand experience necessarily involves thenmeader
community of readers and writers. Because experience is critical ttheftyeading Jacobs
elaborates, and because experience is derived from the careful cormidaratie’s own life
events as well as the life events of others, community becomes essehgasdtigld of reading
Jacobs formulates. At the beginning of the narrative, when Jacobs lays out th&t betivaen
the life expectations of two sisters, one white and bound for happiness, the other a ack sla

bound only for misery and degradation, she asks: “In view of these things, whysaenteye
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free men and women of the north? Why do your tongues falter in maintenanceigifttbie r
(30). Jacobs expects that reading informed by experience will resultan.a&eading is a

political activity.

Reading, Difference, and (Un)Knowing

In Incidents in the Life of a Slave Gidacobs offers the experience that allows readers,
particularly white, nineteenth-century readers, who may, like Murray, toiie text with the
popular tenets of scientific racism in mind, to revise their own preconceptions ahauysand
to learn to read in new ways. What is more, Jacobs’s text presents through the deatih sce
Aunt Nancy, a side-by-side comparison of two reading practices—one basedrendiéfand
one based in community and mutual recognition. One exemplifies the refusal to knothethe
first-hand knowledge. Each of these ways of reading represents a stnatiebafilam
intellectual activity. Jacobs perceptively links the concept of readsepla difference to the
refusal to know or to perceive connection. Likewise, she joins the notion of readidgrbase
identification and communal connections to knowing, such as in the sensitive and knowing
reading Ellen offers her mother.

Jacobs uses the scene of Aunt Nancy’s death and funeral to compare and santrast t
reading styles. The first style, exemplified by Mrs. Flint and “Northewveters,” is an example
of reading based in difference, based in a controlling sense of the divide betWwean sather,
reader and text. The scene contrasts Mrs. Flint’s reading of Nancy witratheg done by
Brent and her family/community, the “we,” that surfaces in the tex¢tntBand community’s

reading stems from a notion of reading as a validating act of mutual reondretween reader
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and text. Daneen Wardrop’s *| Stuck the Gimlet in and Waited for Evening’: Wyr&nd
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Git¥ astutely connects Jacobs’s rendering of this scene with her
treatment of Murray. Indeed, Brent speaks of how “Northern travelers” ostBaties, for that
matter, might view the funeral paid for by her uncle Phillip: “Northerrelexg, passing
through the place, might have described this tribute of respect to the humble deadwsid be
feature in the ‘patriarchal institution;’ a touching proof of the attachmewielea slaveholders
and their servants; and tenderhearted Mrs. Flint would have confirmed this iioipyesth
handkerchief at her eyes” (146). An outsider, unaware of the cruelties of slaigiryyiew the
scene in such a way, mistaking Mrs. Flint's apparent performance of emotlmgenuine
thing. Brent speaks sarcastically of Mrs. Flint’'s “tenderhearteds.teaine contrasts these with
the depth of emotion her family suffers and the way that the slave commungywpsrihe
funeral and Mrs. Flint’s actions. What has thus far been a first-person singutaive, shifts
effortlessly into a first-person plural onewWécould have told [Northern travelers] a different
story. We could have given them a chapter of wrongs and sufferings, that woulduhest
their hearts, if thejpadany hearts to feel for the colored people” (italics in original; 147). Twice
more, Brent repeats the formulation: “we could have told . . .” Itis as if thecav@aunity,
which has been present in the background of the narrative all along, but silent, suddenly finds
voice and joins with Brent to correct the egregious misreading of Nancy adddibr

Anne Bradford Warner suggests that Jacobs may have written this chaptet,as par
response to the proslavery travelogues of her employer, Nathaniel Paltiser Willis wrote

accounts of his journeys throughout the South during the 1850s fdothe Journal.He

19 Daneen Wardrop. “I Stuck the the Gimlet in andit&d for Evening’: Writing anthcidents in the Life of a
Slave Girl” Texas Studies in Literature and Langu&®e3 (2007): 209-229. | owe much of my own thitgkbn
this point to Wardrop’s insights into the scene.
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placated his Southern readership and misled his Northern one with descriptions pfilaskr
faces, with numberless ebony babies,” and of “negro comfort” (qtd. in Warnes)little
wonder that Jacobs concealed her writing from him while living and working at the'$Vill
estate, Idlewild, in the Hudson River highlands. Warner declares: “Willigreigons about
slavery in the South mirror his own complacent commentaries about the maingnAfric
American servants that staff Idlewild. Willis’ observation sustains agpseviction; it cannot
approximate lived experienc&? Like many Northerners only too willing to dismiss concerns
about the mistreatment of blacks under slavery, Willis’s articles reelijetuate the myth of
the “happy darky,” child-like in his dependence, in exchange for Southern readersHig's Wil
articles and their uncritical distortion of reality, no doubt, contribute to the dasftdacobs’s
scene; Jacobs writes strenuously against such a misreading of slave life.

What is at stake in these comparisons is not only the interpretation of the trappings of
Nancy's funeral, but more fundamentally, it is, as Daneen Wardrop explains, bctamrer
how best to signify the loss of Nancy” (222). Wardrop argues persuasively ttabsJdearly
offers her reader two versions of Nancy's death, one following the other immenthated text,
so that Jacobs can present and refuse to align herself with white disctwrsedéFby-side
accounts occur at an advanced stage in the text, after Jacobs has realiasohgigithe agency
and authority of her own perspective” (222). The contrasting responses tdd\deeath, then,
serve not only to point out the vast differences between the slaveholders’s (orsslside
perspectives and the perspectives of slaves, but also to make plain the défereheawo

group’s uses of language and concepts of interpretation or reading. | takeete tlosely

1% Anne Bradford Warner. “Harriet Jacobs at Homeniidents in the Life of a Slave GirlSouthern Quarterly
45.3 (2008): 30-48. ProQuest. Web. 27 Octobef200
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analyze this chapter because in the contrasts between the slaveholderfsiaaetipes, we can
also discern Jacobs’s formulation of alternate reading styles.

For example, at the first mention of Nancy’s iliness, Jacobs begins to drawrisampa
between Mrs. Flint’s false emotion and her family’s genuine emotion. When Nasc¢yhlge
Flint becomes “very sentimental’ (146). Brent, on the other hand, suffers asgahd
compassionately sympathizes with her grandmother’s devastation at theyessamdther child.
“To me,” Brent says simply, “the death of this kind relative was an inexplessrrow”
(Jacobs 145). Brent compares the Flints’s reliance on Nancy’s skill and induathoasehold
servant to her central role in Brent’'s family: “the whole familyectupon her judgment, and
were guided by her advice” (Jacobs 144). In each of these instances, Misvigmtor
interpretation of Nancy stems from a distancing of herself from her slaxen vithen Mrs. Flint
desires to bury Nancy in her family’s burial place, it is with all therdittns between slave and
master in place: “l suppose she thought it would a beautiful illustration of tobrattat
existing between slaveholder and slave, if the body of her old worn-out servamineasat her
feet” (Jacobs 146). For Mrs. Flint, reading the text of Nancy’s death, re@anagns based in
difference. Jacobs links this limited form of reading to a refudat®ey a refusal to understand,
a refusal to learn from the Other’s perspective and experience. Though krsadyi with
self-satisfaction, “drop a tear” at Nancy'’s funeral, she refuses to knaalore that she herself
“had rendered her poor foster-sister childless, apparently without any conopyacia with
cruel selfishness had ruined her health by years of incessant, unrequitedltbiipleen rest”
(Jacobs 146). More to the point, she refusémtavNancy’s humanity, which is exactly what

Brent and her family d&now
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Brent’s view of Nancy as “the good friend who had been the comfort of my life”
recognizes both her humanity and her uniqueness and serves as an example of eatlilegof
that is based in mutual recognition, in acknowledging the subjectivity of both self laed Ot
(Jacobs 144). Jacobs emphasizes this mutual appreciation by depicting Aunt Nanaptand A
Martha staring into each other’s eyes at the last, but speaking not a Woeely ad always
been devoted to one another; and now they sat looking into each other’s eyes” (144). The
chapter alternates perspectives to contrast the styles of readingveperaach. When Jacobs
suggests that a Northern traveler would misread the funeral, she is extendingliigis of Mrs.
Flint to slaveholders in general, and, ultimately, to the nation at large. Mrsishtot the only
one implicated in Jacobs’s critique of limiting reading practices. Themrbadeelf is complicit
in the refusal to know the slave’s humanity, if, like Mrs. Flint, she accepts the qtatusccepts
the legal definition of human beings as chattel, accepts the hierarchy patharthal
institution.” The reader, Jacobs fears, may remain very like Mrs. Flint, “protiabking she
had performed her duty nobly” and yet refusing to recognize the uncomfortaghkeright
before her eyes (Jacobs 146).

Jacobs’s text combats this self-limiting refusal to know, the attitudaksfowingthat
characterizes the general Northern approach toward Southern slavetys diaects her text to
a Northern audience, confronting their assumptions and schooling them in readiitg piact
offering the experiences which challenge them to read better. She does nttespireherner
a sense of responsibility for the wrongs of slavery. In fact, Jacobs malast of emphasizing
just how quickly some Northerners learn to apply its injustice: “When northerméostige
south to reside, they prove very apt scholars. They soon imbibe the sentiments anibdisposit

of their neighbors, and generally go beyond their teachers” (44). Most consdbyentiagh,
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Jacobs repeats a pattern throughout the text which she uses to critique Northeacewrypl
Jacobs’s primary device for this critique is the motif of the character whikn@m$ some
crucial piece of information.

For instance, Jacobs includes a lengthy depiction of Mrs. Flint’'s jealous respdmese
husband’s infidelity. In this scene, Mrs. Flint tries to trick Brent into admgitio a sexual
relationship with Dr. Flint. Mrs. Flint already knows that her husband is unfaithful
Nonetheless, she seeks confirmation of it through cruelties directed at Brentgh Brent
maintains that she has not been sexually involved with Dr. Flint, clearly, Mrsakgaty has
had experiences which lead her to doubt her husband’s fidelity. By seeking for sonfiettproo
further corroborate that which she already knows to be so, the depiction of MrseRled as a
critique of Northerners who deny any knowledge of the injustices of slavasgbslauggests
that Northerners are complicit in slavery if they do not voice their objectionjistitas Mrs.

Flint is partially responsible for the infidelity in her marriage sincedsies not directly confront
her husband with his affairs, but waits instead for more evidence of wrongdoing. Fortherm
in another parallel with Northerners, Mrs. Flint directs her inquiries anéqersns against
Brent, rather than her husband, the adulterer. As Brent explains, “Mrs. Flintgeuktes key to
her husband’s character before | was born. She might have used this knowledge tcacounsel
to screen the young and the innocent among her slaves; but for them she had no sympgathy. The
were the objects of her constant suspicion and malevolence” (Jacobs 31). In choosing to blame
Brent, instead of Flint, Mrs. Flint acts the part of Northerners who shirk resgimns$dsi
slavery, seeing it instead as a problem for the South or for blacks thentealesslve.
Jacobs’s construction of Mrs. Flint is not her only indictment of Northern complacency

and moral hypocrisy. Before she publistecidents Jacobs was an outspoken critic of
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Northern credulousness to the depth of cruelty enacted under slavery. In 1853, Jat®ohs wr
the editor of théNew York Tribunehallenging a recently published article which claimed that
slaves were not “outlawed?” in North Carolina. Jacobs provides an eyewitness account of the
murder of an “outlawed” North Carolina slave, thus dispelling the inaccueate ttiat

“outlawing” does not occur. What is most interesting about Jacobs’s letter to the editor
however, is the way she frames the eyewitness account. Firstly, she provuddéseatletails of

the slave’s capture and gruesome beheading. Then she launches into a discussiojustiche

of the slave’s murder and the public adulation of his murderer as “a brame.fellastly, she
reveals an unexpected detail: the slave who was put to death was owned by a Newngbeke
Carolina slaveholder. Jacobs writes, referencing the inaccurate prthdished in the

Tribune'® “The writer of that article has said, the people of North Carolina have hearts and
souls like our own. Surely, many of them have. The poor slave, however, who had his head
severed from his body was owned by a merchant in New-Ydk.5aving the detail of the New
York slaveholder until the end, Jacobs maximizes the reader’s surprise and sheck\erd
Northerner’s involvement in this most disturbing, “Southern” practice. She atsbesgn the
words of theTribunearticle. It is no surprise, to Jacobs, that “the people of North Carolina have
hearts and souls like our own,” when Northerners are also slaveholders. Shenpitag/s

article’s original meaning, that Southerners share much in common with Norherner

presumably positive traits and good intentions. But Jacobs turns the phrase to mean that

197 A runaway slave who had concealed him or hefsethe period of one year or more, was declaretbatiaw.”
If found, the law provided that he or she was tdiled on sight. See North Carolina law, “Slawesl Free
Persons of Color. An Act Concerning Slaves and Persons of Color, Revised code--No. 105.” Noréndlina,
1855. Documenting the American South: The Southern Epes in Nineteenth-Century America002.
Academic Affairs Lib., U of North Carolina, Chagdill. Web. 3 Feb 2010.

198 Harriet Jacobs. “Cruelty to SlavesNew York Tribun@5 July 1853.Documenting the American South: The
Southern Experience in Nineteenth-Century Amer@02. Academic Affairs Lib., U of North CaradinChapel
Hill. Web. 3 Feb 2010.
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Northerners’s “hearts and souls” are more like the morally-contaminatégtie€sners’s, than
they care to imagine. Jacobs’s letter to the editor demonstrates heahoingyg frustration with
the incomplete and inaccurate knowledge Northerners had about slavery and thesetfioral
righteousness based in ignorance. She signs the piece with the appellationiv&gfugit
emphasizing her first-hand knowledge of slavery and the experience with whichitelse wr
Jacobs uses the depiction of Dr. Flint's confusion after Brent escapes his household a

another critique of this kind. Again, Jacobs portrays a character who simultaneoussyaktbw
doesn’t know. Flint knows that Brent has escaped to freedom, but he believes she has gone
North. Brent takes care to augment this misimpression by fooling him wittsletgeled from
the North. Hidden in the attic space above her grandmother’s shed, Brent has adriend m
letters to Flint from northern addresses. His confusion and his resultindltrifysto find her,
apart from being a small moral victory for Brent, display again the patt€um)knowing that
characterizes the Northern refusal to acknowledge the realities efyslalacobs’s text offers
the antidote to ignorance that Northern audiences need. Stressing the aotinanity
experience, Jacobs writes:

You may believe what | say; for | write only that whereof | know. $ wa

twenty-one years in that cage of obscene birds. | can testify, from my ow

experience and observation, that slavery is a curse to the whites as well as

to the blacks. It makes the white fathers cruel and sensual; the sons

violent and licentious; it contaminates the daughters, and makes the wives

wretched. As for the colored race, it needs an abler pen than mine to

describe the extremity of their sufferings, the depth of their degpadat

(52)
Emphasizing her insider’'s knowledge of slavery, Jacobs’s experience edsatiatery for the
most self-satisfied of readers.

Sandra Gunning likewise suggests tnaidentssets up parallels between Flint and

white, Northern, women readers. As unlikely as the pairing may seem gtdirse, Gunning
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maintains that the white woman reader’s positioning as “too delicate” tcoocbtifie realities of
sexual exploitation in slavery, makes her complicit with the southern slaveholder
perpetuate the abuse. In sacrificing honesty to delicacy, white, “t@ew readers, place a
“hypocritical standard of public morality” above an accurate understandihg ekperiences of
slave women (Gunning 141). By refusing to hear the upsetting details of slawhlife
audiences require Brent to be “the guardian of the white reader’'s moralikgep to herself the
more disturbing aspects of her experience and force her to become “treaptesptacle of
slavery’s contamination,” a reservoir for everything the Northern resaets to avoid knowing
(Gunning 142). This alignment of interests, a shared desire for silence regédang s
experience, between white women readers and Southern slaveholders, “recargextizde
women'’s popular representation as saviors. They have, in fact, joined the ranks ofrBagat’s
tormentors, a shift that threatens to defeminize them. . . What is at risk . . . isytheti@n of
femininity and true womanhood white Americans have hitherto idealized” (Gunning 142).
Incidents,then, challenges readers to acknowledge the experiences of black slave wwoteen, f
ignore them is to risk the reader’s own femininity.

Gunning’s salient reading of the correspondences between Flint and theriNoetuer,
calls attention to the ways in whitihcidentsposes a multi-layered critique of American society.
Not only does Jacobs insist on the evils of slavery and the necessity of its inenaddigion,
but her text, as Gunning points out, challenges a squeamish “morality” thas fprgbecrisy to
knowledge, slavery to abolition. My own argument thatdentscontains a motif of
(un)knowing adds another dimension to Gunning’s thesis.

It is important to recognize the pattern of (un)knowing in the text as a matigeovith

this realization, we can become better aware of the extent to imcidentsproblematizes
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nineteenth century meaning-making/knowledge systems. Gabrielle Fétdmaamwritten
compellingly about the telling silences and omissions in Jacobs’s textncéntsspeaks not

only of the difficulties of articulation of the slave experience, it alsostsethe larger national
desire taunknowits own experience. That is, Jacobs uses the depictions of the Flints to
emphasize the cultural failure to “hear,” to take in, or to validate the slavaenqee

particularly the experience of sexual abuse under slavery. The motif of (un)knowing
demonstrates the cultural work that is done by the categories of knowledfewveralisallow.

To avoid the consequences of knowledge, one has only to avoid conscious knowing, conscious
recognition, it would seem. The status quo can be maintained and real change averted. When
Jacobs scolds, “Surely if you credited one half the truths that are told yourdngdee helpless
millions suffering this cruel bondage, you at the north would not help to tighten the yoke. You
surely would refuse to do for the master, on your own soil, the mean and cruel work which
trained bloodhounds and the lowest class of whites do for him at the south,” she points to the
willful ignorance on which the nation pivots (28).

By offering ignorance as the only possible defense against inaction, Jacobs does mor
than attempt to shame Northern readers into defying the Fugitive Slave Act.gBlghts
knowledge, and its possession or dispossession, as the foundational premise on which
civilization is built. When the North “credits” the testimony of the slau®en it gives credence
to the slave’s account, then that knowledge becomes real and operative. But@ah#rd m
Jacobs writes, ignorance is the primary point of relation between North and SolytbyO

ignoring the heinous offenses of slavery and claiming ignorance of its wrongdamthe North

199 5ee P. Gabrielle Foreman. “Manifest in Signse Politics of Sex and Representatiorricidents in the Life of
a Slave Girl’ Eds. Deborah M. Garfield and Rafia Zafatarriet Jacobs andncidents in the Life of a Slave Girl.
New York: Cambridge UP, 1996. 76-99, and Forertiihe Spoken and the Silencedintidents in the Life of a
Slave GirlandOur Nig.” Callaloo 13 (1990): 313-24.
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operate as the moral arbiter of the country and maintain the divisions—North/South,
industrial/agrarian, utilitarian/gracious, free/enslaved, moral/imkadtat structure antebellum
life. As Jacobs is well aware from her (mis)treatment in the “fiadesst the North has little
interest in dismantling the racialism that underlies slavery. By miinggihe fictions around
race, the North can continue its own discriminatory practices, to the econoanmt, and
cultural betterment of middle and upper class whites. Both North and South are equally
implicated in the “knowledges,” including scientific racism, they espouse and theatwork

such knowledge performs.

“Give Ear Unto My Speech”: the Authority of Experience

Frances Smith Foster’'s “Resistihgidents**deals with (both contemporary and
current) readers’s resistance to the text and the depiction of slaveofiferst Foster considers
each of the major barriers to reading—race, gender, economic and educatsn-&ncl
concludes that for Jacobs, as well as for many other African-American audaass tend to
react hostilely to the text: “When a readership is invited into communicativextontih
writers of a race, gender, or class that it assumes to be equal or itdéisoswn, questions
about authority and authenticity take on an intensity and texture that obscure pé#uots asthe
discourse” (57). Jacobs meets this resistance, which she expects, by pittixgehenee

against readers’s ignorance. She uses a strategy described by RaibedsStge“discourse of

20 Frances Smith Foster. “Resistimgidents” Harriet Jacobs andncidents in the Life of a Slave GirNew
Critical Essays Eds. Deborah M. Garfield and Rafia Zafar. Newrkl Cambridge UP, 1996. 57-75. Subsequent
references to Foster are from this article.
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distrust"—a plan of “specific narrative plottings and rhetorical stratéthes negotiate the “race
rituals which color reading and/or listening” by an American audience {80Byr African-
American authors, this means “acts of creative communication are fui&tedi not when the
text is assaulted but when the reader gets ‘told’—or ‘told off —in such ahedye or she
finally begins to hear” (Stepto 309j.

One of the ways, which Foster points out, in which Jacobs “tells off” her mostly
Northern, white readers is through the epigraphs she selects for the texfirstTHeortherners
know nothing at all about Slavery. They think it is perpetual bondage only. They have no
conception of the depth of degradation involved in that word, SLAVERY; if they had, they
would never cease in their efforts until so horrible a system was overthrovdnofhigAngelina
Grimké’s 1836Appeal to the Christian Women of the Sobtlt Jacobs identifies the quotation
only as by “A Woman of North Carolina.” Foster explains that in 1861, when Jacolbsisvear
was published, few readers would be able to recognize the source of the quotation. Thus,
Jacobs’s attribution of it, as belonging to a “Woman of North Carolina” would be takace
value. Foster goes on to explain that readers of the time would, no doubt, assumentkeatstate
was made by a white woman, and that Jacobs’s use of the quotation would establish to some
degree her own scholarliness and be an authorial maneuver akin to a white woreacingfe
white man’s text. Jacobs would thus borrow a bit of authority from the presumalbdy whit
reference. But Foster sees other interpretations of Jacobs’s use of the quetke, Because
the “only women from North Carolina in Harriet Jacobs’s text who exhibit thie apd audacity

of the woman quoted on her title page are black,” it is possible that some readsnigllgsp

201 Robert Stepto, “Distrust of the Reader in Afro-Ainan Narratives.”Reconstructing American Literary History
Ed. Sacvan Bercovitch. Cambridge, MA: Harvard U86. 300-322.

202 tepto, “Distrust of the Reader.”
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African-American ones, may have believed Jacobs was quoting herself or ateieevoman
(Foster 71). “Such a reading,” Foster declares, “would be subtly empoweérit)g” (

In addition to Foster’s reading of the epigraph, I'd like to suggest anothergeadin
Rather than select a quote from a Northern abolitionist, Jacobs chooses a douthern-
abolitionist, whom she identifies as a woman of North Carolina; this identficdbes several
things at once. Firstly, it undercuts the opportunity for Northern readers to mamga of
moral self-satisfaction to the text. Readers will not find a congratylatmount of Northern
resistance to slavery in this narrative. Secondly, it emphasizes the incblapac
authoritative value oéxperiencen reading the text of slavery. Grimkeé lived in the South
through her formative years; she had an insider’s view of slavery, not, indeedhé&om t
perspective of the slave, but an insider’s view, nonetheless. By foregroundingGrim
statement, but in unattributed fashion, Jacobs foregrounds not the authority of a white
abolitionist, but the authority of experience. And this is the same note she sounds thrdweghout t
text. Hers is the voice of experience. Hers is the voice of knowledge. For the reathins
only the following, the advice in the second of her epigraphs, from the book of Isaiab:ufRis
ye women that are at ease! Hear my voice ye careless daughterslaGineoemy speech.”

In addition to providing readers with the vicarious experience they need to rikad we
Jacobs’s text teaches new strategies of interpretation by chatighgi codes readers already
bring to the text. Jacobs addresses her readers directly, asking thermkothetsuppositions
they bring to their attitudes about slavery and African-Americans: “Bute @appy women,
whose purity has been sheltered since childhood, who have been free to choose the objects of
your affection, whose homes are protected by law, do not judge the poor desolafe|dlave

severely!”(54). As we shall see, the subject of sexual “purity” becomeethel issue of
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Incidents Unlike Douglass’s slave narrative(s) which revolve around literacy and thefquest
freedoni®® Jacobs’s text revolves around the fact of female sexual abuse in slavery and the
choices Brent made in consequence of that abuse. This gendered differeeen beénwo
texts, results, not only in two very different accounts of “the slave’s” striggfeeedon?™ but
also in very different constructions of the reader. Whereas Douglags stestruct a male
reader determined to achieve freedom through “manly” action, Jacobs’s text pradecesde
reader whose role is relational and communal. Jacobs’s motherhood is key to thiattormul
because her desire for freedom encompasses her children as well andidasatag shrink
from acknowledging the debt of gratitude she owes to the slave and freed black confasunity
well as to a network of white women friends of the family) who cooperated to gedfiedyr to
the North, eventually with her children.

Just as Jacobs juxtaposes two views of Aunt Nancy’s funeral, to revasdtbaracies
of reading based in difference, she likewise contrasts alternate viewsabhas become known
as “true womanhood.” Again, the style of reading based in difference willgigtdited, self-
referential interpretation, but a reading based in mutual recognition coultlinessterhood and
participation in community. But before Jacobs can reshape the form of readingyexhipycher
readers, she must first disturb the habits of reading and interpretation tlaely @pply. Next,
she can begin reeducating her readers, allowing her experience to tbshape and practice
of reading that the text promotes.

Barbara Welter’s trailblazing “The Cult of True Womanhood, 1820-1860" desdtiee

nineteenth century adherence to the principles of piety, purity, submissiveness, astaikym

23 Thjs is Robert Stepto’s now renown thesis. Seen Behind the Veil.

24yvalerie Smith contrasts Jacobs’s narrative wilvsinarratives written by males. See Valerie Snitblf-
Discovery and Authority in Afro-American Literatur€ambridge: Harvard UP, 1987. 33-43.
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as the defining characteristics of womanhood by the term “cult of true womanfodte
movement was at its most pervasive p&ak the 1850s and ‘60s when Jacobs is writing and
publishingincidents Many critics have considered the impact the concept of “true womanhood”
has on the text? Certainly, its presence can be felt in the text's many elisions andionss
particularly in segments that deal with sexuality or Brent’'s sexual cd)ydoe also in the
“delicate” language which constrains the t&t:Pity me, and pardon me, O virtuous reader!”
Jacobs writes, preparing her reader for the “headlong plunge” she took intoassxuity and
relationship with a young, white lawyer, Samuel Tredwell Sawyer, “Mr. Sandkeéitext (55).
Knowing that her unmarried sexual activity and resulting pregnancies would koameaders
caught up in the “cult of true womanhooddcobs takes the opportunity to contrast her
experience with that of her white readers and, in the process, school them in moraappropr
standards of evaluation, more adequate ways of “reading” black, femaleagper

You never knew what it is to be a slave; to be entirely unprotected by law

or custom; to have the laws reduce you to the condition of a chattel,

entirely subject to the will of another. You never exhausted your

ingenuity in avoiding the snares, and eluding the power of a hated tyrant;

you never shuddered at the sound of his footsteps, and trembled within
hearing of his voice. (55)

25 5ee Barbara Welter. “The Cult of True Womanhd@&®20-1860.” Dimity Convictions: The American Woman
in the Nineteenth CenturyAthens: Ohio UP, 1976. 21-41. For a moremeoeconsideration of Welter’s thesis,
see also, Mary Louise Roberts. “True Womanhoodd®ed.” Journal of Women’s Histor§4.1 (2002): 150-155.
MLA International Bibliography EBSCO. Web. 27 October 2009.

206 Beth Maclay Doriani emphasizes the social anducalpower of the “cult.” Its behavioral standamdfuenced
women across class and race lines. See Beth MBdagni. “Black Womanhood in Nineteenth Centunnérica:
Subversion and Self-Construction in Two Women'solingraphies.”American Quarterly43 (1991): 199-222.

27 Some prominent critics writing abolmicidentsand “true womanhood” are Carby, Yellin, Debra Himgys,
Maggie Sale, P. Gabrielle Foreman, Anne Dalton)yHBlackford, Gloria Randle, and Jennifer Larson.

28 gee Yellin's introduction to the Harvard editiohlocidents See P. Gabrielle Foreman’s “The Spoken and the
Silenced.” Also, see Joanne Braxton and SharoeZaikSilences in Harriet ‘Linda Brent’ Jacobsidents in

the Life of a Slave Gifl Listening to Silences: New Essays in Feministiclsin Eds. Elaine Hedges and Shelley
Fisher Fishkin. New York: Oxford UP, 1994. 148-5

197



Jacobs’s insistence that the reader at once place herself in Brertiwnpasd realize her
difference from the slave’s position works to break down the reader’s seléasgays of
reading. The white reader finds herself in unfamiliar racial territehych, Jacobs suggests, the
reader is unqualified to judge. John Ernest arguBesgistance and Reformation in Nineteenth
Century African-American Literaturthat Brent must first disrupt white ways of reading by
asking the reader to consider her own response to the text: “White readelesammusi read

their way out of the self-fulfilling prophecies of racialized knowledge and into thiel wbr
Brent’'s experience. This, of course, requires a heightened state afrsstferisness, which
Brent encourages by emphasizing the necessity of considering one’sseegp@&mnent’s
confessions(102)?* At the same time, however, the narrative dwells on circumstances more
familiar to white, women readers from the seduction plots of sentimental novets. Thi
simultaneous familiarity and strangeness, by introducing readers o @engpective while not
straying far from the comfortable, produces a bond of trust between readerntandallowing
Jacobs the space to insert a different notion of reading and interpretation.

Jacobs prioritizes the authority of experience in reading and interprethtitre chapter
entitled “A Perilous Passage in a Slave Girl’s Life,” Jacobs juxtaposesvomanhood’s self-
defining concept of domesticity with the abusive, domestic situation in which fdrdatherself
in Dr. Flint's household. When Flint begins to build “a small house for [Brent], in a secluded
place,” Jacobs knows her position to be “perilous,” and the ever-present possilvdipe @b be

more and more likely (Jacobs 5%).Contrasting the protected homes of her readers against the

299 John ErnesResistance and Reformation in Nineteenth Centuigaki-American Literature: Brown, Wilson,
Jacobs, Delany, Douglass, and Harpdiackson: UP of Mississippi, 1995.

29 350me historians, Elizabeth Fox-Genovese among, thegyest that Brent’s escape from rape is protftilye.
They insist that it is more likely that Jacobs wamtrary to her representation of events, rapeDhbWorcom,
named Dr. Flint in the text. P. Gabrielle Forerpamts out that the question of whether Jacobodutid not
“triumph” over Norcom by avoiding rape, illustratéscobs’s destabilization of the concepts of vitgjmpurity,
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“lonely cottage” that threatens Brent, Jacobs declares: “If slaeelp&en abolished, |, also,
could have married the man of my choice; | could have had a home shielded by the ldws; and
should have been spared the painful task of confessing what | am now to relatesiyut all
prospects had been blighted by slavery” (55). Denied the protective domestft' sgach
shields and authorizes “true womanhood,” Brent must, indeed, break the codes of silehce whi
surround the subject of sexuality. She is compelled to speak out against the “demari Slaver
(54).

Brent’s negotiation of the ideals of “true womanhood” offers Jacobs the oppottunity
demonstrate two acts of reading that serve as models of successful teamiggout the text.
The first act of reading is performed by Brent herself and the second by hémgtaer. Jacobs
depicts Brent as thoroughly “reading” the situation before her, considering lerspjgind

finally planning her response. Brent is portrayed as the agent of her owonkecidiknew

seduction, volition, etc. She asks readers tostoe the politics of transparency that often lestics to accept
Jacobs’s principal script . . . and that act tetjdown a subtext which constitutes her signifyiagrative success”
(93). Frances Smith Foster, on the other handsetathese responses as representative of reddesstance” to
Incidentss proud, self-confident, slave woman narrator.e Blizabeth Fox-Genoves&Vithin the Plantation
Household: Black and White Women of the Old SoGtmapel Hill, NC: U of North Carolina P, 198892,
Foreman, “Manifest in Signs,” and Foster.

Zncidentsundermines the concept of domesticity promulgategte nineteenth century. Carby considers how the
domestic space is transformed into a matriarchetesp Debra Humphreys argues that the domestanmgwmised
by Flint's sexual abuse of his women slaves. K&&nchez-Eppler points out that Brent “never comeshabit

the domestic; rather, as a slave and particularly female slave sliethe domestic. In her effort to escape, her
body literally lines the floors and ceilings of ls®s, just as in servitude her body and its labstasis the Southern
home” (87). Donald Gibson compares domesticitihaidentswith its treatment in Frederick Douglasblarrative.
Mark Rifkin claims thatncidentspoliticizes the domestic space, critiquing the abftinctions of motherhood and
home “as creatures of the state and casts themoasnent places where white privilege systemicelgongealed”
(75). See CarbyReconstructing Womanhoodebra Humphreys. “Power and Resistance in Eialacobs’
Incidents in the Life of a Slave GirlAnxious Power: Reading, Writing, and Ambivalemcslarratives by Women.
Eds. Carol J. Singley and Susan Elizabeth SweeNeyv York: SUNY P, 1993. 143-56; Karen Sanchepl&p
Touching Liberty: Abolition, Feminism, and the io$ of the Body Berkeley: U of California P, 1993; Donald
B. Gibson. “Harriet Jacobs, Frederick Douglass, thie Slavery Debate: Bondage, Family, and thedisse of
Domesticity.” Harriet Jacobs andncidents in the Life of a Slave GirNew Critical EssaysEds. Deborah M.
Garfield and Rafia Zafar. New York: Cambridge UB96. 156-78; and, Mark Rifkin. “ ‘A Home Mada@ed

by Protecting Laws’: Black Activist Homemaking a@@&ographies of Citizenship incidents in the Life of a Slave
Girl." Differences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studi&s2 (2007): 72-102MLA International Bibliography
EBSCO. Web. 27 Oct. 2009.
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what | did,” she says, “and | did it with deliberate calculation” (Jacobs S#nt Bxplains her
choice to begin a sexual relationship with Sands:

It seems less degrading to give one’s self, than to submit to compulsion

. I shuddered to think of being the mother of children that should be owned by

my old tyrant [, Dr. Flint]. | knew that as soon as a new fancy took him, his

victims were sold far off to get rid of them, especially if they had childtéhad

seen several women sold, with his babies at the breast. He never allowed his

offspring by slaves to remain long in sight of himself and his wife. (Jacobs 55)
Brent “reads” the circumstances at hand in terms of her experience inttarid the other slave
women with whom he has had relationships. Her reasoning owes much to her experience.

On one level, for the white woman reader, Jacobs’s text offers little opportunidy t

other than identify and empathize with Brent. As Hazel Carby arf¢ilBrent’'s grandmother,
Aunt Martha, represents many of the ideals of “true womanhood.” With Aunt Martha’s
incorporation in the text to mitigate the outraged feelings of “true womanhlmotjéntsleads
the woman reader, like the grandmother, to “pity” Brent: “I begged of [my graheénjod pity
me, for my dead mother’s sake. And she did pity me. She did not say, ‘I forgive you,’ but she
looked at me lovingly, with her eyes full of tears. She laid her old hand gently on d)yahda
murmured, ‘Poor child! Poor child!"” (Jacobs 57). Just as in the death scene betwegraihnc
Martha, where the shared gaze symbolizes understanding and mutual recognitiloa’'sNtaok
confers understanding and forgiveness. As a stand-in for the reader, Aum’'Manitial anger
with Brent transforms into sympathy when she hears the whole story. Depieté&thdsof
confessor, Aunt Martha receives Brent’s confession: “I knelt before her, and itoka liings

that had poisoned my life; how long | had been persecuted; that | saw no waypef eschin

an hour of extremity | had become desperate. She listened in silence” (Jacobsffia’'sM

#2 Carby, “‘Hear My Voice.” 72-75. Carby is cargfto note that “the quality of conventional womanH that
the grandmother did not possess was submissivesnasdd,inda Brent was portrayed as having inhetigdspirit”
(72-73).
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silence is not the silence of distance or rejection, but the silence of symrapdtiepmpassion.
At last, Martha performs an absolution of sorts with the laying on of hands. ThussBrent
audacious claim that “the slave ought not to be judged by the same standardsasvatiae¢
Carby calls “an alternative discourse of womanhood,” reads as plausildgatiof Aunt
Martha’s (and, ultimately, the woman reader’s) acceptance (Jacobs 56; CatBy 74)

It is not my intention to argue that there is no alternative interpretatioiataleanere, or
that every reader, of every racial and class description, becomestsgtigp@ Brent at this
point in the text, but, rather, to suggest thatdentsconstructs an ideal reader in the form of
Aunt Martha who guides the actual reader’s response. Thus, Martha acts & thecileal
reader, in Iser’s sense of the term, and as an ideal of a reader, for' $/adicieng validates
Brent as a person. Martha'’s reading offers the mutual recognition Jaebs & a model of
reading, it involves points of connection/recognition/validation between reader &nd tex
conferring and acknowledging subjecthood in the process. It requires littlmanag to
understand Jacobs’s yearning for acknowledgment as a subject, living as she didture that
defined her legally as an object and socially as a lack or absence. Arngalagnse of self
against an almost overwhelming disavowal of that selfhimatjentsgenerously inscribes the
reader’s subjectivity as well.

Yet, what kind of identification can there be between readers so variousippesias
they are inincident® What kind of identification between the white daughter of a slaveholder
and her black, slave half-sister? What kind of identification between the ¢abiomiddle-
class, white Northern woman reader and the working-class, former slawonalacobs? The

absolving reading of Aunt Martha and the understanding reading Ellen performs when she

23 Carby, “ ‘Hear My Voice.” 74.
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confesses to knowing all about her mother’s sexual history, share commonalipeoérce as
the key to successful reading. Martha and Ellen read well becaudentiveyhey understand,
they have experienced similar oppressions. Metdentsavoids collapsing experience into
essence. The reader can learn through another’s experience, thus drasangmdanriter into
community. The kind of “sisterhood” Jacobs’s text articulates is not an utopian notimciadf s
equality; her text’s failure to resolve the thorny issues of women’s sojidarioss racial and
class lines draws attention to the primary offense at the heart of thevearthe fact of chattel
slavery. Despite this fundamental obstakieidentsconceives of a community of readers with
access to a shared reservoir of experience.

The “Appendix” by Amy Post which follows the narrative contains this understatem
about Jacobs’s text: “Her story, as written by herself, cannot fail toshteeereader” (204).
As Post mentions, the narrative detailing “experiences of the present naogedtian any
fictions of the past,” is bound to be interesting to even the most unengaged reader (R04ds B
in the alternate meaning of Post’s comments that we find the real remedabut the affect of
Incidentson the reader. For in the 149 years since its publication, Jacobs’s narrative has proven
to be, not onlyof interest to the reader, but akeanterest, or concern, the reader. The reader
remains as strongly called to political response now as she was when Jat@o8dulated a
notion of reading as experientially-informed, politically active, and comtydimaolved. The

reader herself is just as strongly called to be transformed by and throwagtt dieeading.
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“Past All Speech”. The Role of Silence in the Pesfmance of Race

in Herman Melville’s Benito Cereno

What does Herman MelvilleBenito Cerend1855) have to say about reading and race?
Much, if current scholarship on the novella is any guide. In recent decades, &eteiit has
been read as a commentary on his contemporary moment and as a social and poftieabt
romantic racialism, slavery, manifest destiny, sentimentalism, rétigreand, even, readers
themselves!* This is a heady combination for one text to tackle, but if any seems up to the job,
surely it is Melville’s resonant, allusive, deeply iroBienito Cereno.Given the plentitude of
rigorous, insightful scholarship on the novella, there seems little left for me, orcatlos, to
say. Yet, this very loss of words, in the face of an overwritten text—a pabhygfssorts—

becomes, for Melville, the primary enabling structure of reading the perfioendd race in

Z4Though early twentieth-century criticism Bénito Cerenmften read the text as grappling with transcendent
issues like good and evil, more recent criticisra @en Melville's text as a response to his owiasaad historical
situation. The sampling of texts cited below addreultiple topics, but to class them in very brettdkes, for
arguments about race and romantic racialism/sentatism, see Sterling Stuckeifrican Culture and Melville's
Art: The Creative Process in “Benito Cereno” and tidy-Dick.” (NewYork: Oxford UP, 2009); Ezra F. Tawil,
“Captain Babo’s Cabin: Stowe, Race, and MisreadiriBenito Cereno™ Leviathan: A Journal of Melville
StudiesB.2 (2006): 37-51; Peter Coviello, “The AmerigarCharity: ‘Benito Cereno’ and Gothic Anti-
Sentimentality"Studies in American FictioB0.2 (Autumn 2002): 155-80; Eric Sundquist, Wake the Nations:
Race in the Making of American Literatui@ambridge: Harvard UP, 1993); Dana Nelstme Word in Black and
White: Reading “Race” in American Literature, 163867 (New York: Oxford UP, 1993); Robert E. Burkholder
ed.Critical Essays on Herman MelvilleBenito Cereno (New York: G. K. Hall, 1992); J. kavanagh, “That
Hive of Subtlety’: ‘Benito Cereno’ and the Libetdéro” Ideology and Classic American Literatuieds. Sacvan
Bercovitch and Myra Jehlen (New York: Cambridge W®86); Jean Fagan Yellithe Intricate Knot: Black
Figures in American Literature, 1776-186@8ew York: New York UP, 1972); see also, Carold®ella, Literature
and Moral Reform: Melville and the Discipline oé&ling(UP of Florida, 2002); Samuel Ottddglville’s
AnatomiegBerkeley: U of California P, 1999); George Fnéclesson,The Black Image in the White Mind: The
Debate on Afro-American Character and Destiny, 28274 (New York: Harper and Row, 1971). For arguments
about issues of interpretive paradigms, see Shadl@rg, ‘Benito Cereno’Mute Testimony: On the Politics of
Reading Melville’s SilencesArizona Quarterly65.2 (Summer 2009): 1-26; Faye Halpern, “In DedeosReading
Badly: The Politics of Identification in ‘Benitogeno,’Uncle Tom'’s Cabipand Our ClassroomsCollege English
70.6 (July 2008): 551-77; Maurice S. L&avery, Philosophy and American Literature, 1888d(Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 2005); Tuire Valkeakari, “The Potitaf Perception in Herman Melville’s ‘Benito Ceréaad
Charles JohnsonMiddle Passagk Studies in American FictioB3 (2005): 229-51; Robert Levin@pnspiracy
and Romance: Studies in Brockden Brown, Coopewthiarne, and Melvill§New York: Cambridge UP, 1989)
165-230.
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Benito Cereno In Benito Cerenpsilence reveals the dialectical structure of discourse, which
operates on a principle of exclusion, of difference, and parodies the very notion of apslee,
apart from discourse.

Melville highlights the layered, allusive quality of discourse, partibpkntebellum
racial discourse, iBenito Cereno The very circumstances Benito Cerents publication in
serial form from October through December 185Butnam’s Monthly Magazingemonstrate
the degree to which texts exist in a kind of cultural conversation with other texitsghy or
not?**> Benito Cerendirst appears ifPutnam’sone issue after an article which praised Louis
Agassiz’s proposed series of ten books on natural history as a “great work” ithbe“aailed
and fostered as a national monument of which every American will be glad and B2y
Benito Cerenas published in the same issue that reviewed Frederick Dougig8endage
and My Freedoma review which compares Douglass’s text favorably to Harriet Beecher
Stowe’sUncle Tom’s Cabin; or, Life Among the Lowh852): “we confess to have read
[Bondage and Freeddmwith the same unbroken attention with which we absollscle Tom'’s
Cabin It has the advantage of the latter book in that it is no fiction” (B4Mhe reviewer
frames Douglass’s text against the wildly succestmtle Tom’s Cabinbecause both texts deal
with slavery, but also because his reading practice was so similar ffior Elags, texts relate to
one another across the pages of literary magazines, as Douglass and &tok&demonstrate,

but also in the minds of readers who draw connections between texts based on comparable

1> Herman Melville Benito CerenpPutnam’s Monthly Magazine of American LiteratureieBce and Art.vol. 6,
issues 34, 35, 36 (Oct.-Dec. 1855) New York: GP&nam & Co., 1855. “The Making of America.” @el
University Library. Web. 30 October 2010.

28 «pgassiz.” Putnam’s Monthly6.33 (Sept. 1855): 325. “The Making of Americ&ornell University Library.
Web. 30 October 2010.

Z7«Douglass’s Life and Bondage Putnam’s Monthly6.35 (Nov. 1855): 547. “The Making of America.”
Cornell University Library. Web. 30 October 2010.
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reading processes, possibly without reference to content. The Decembef Rstream'’s

featured a somewhat satiric article titled “About Niggers” thaeotdl the tense political climate

of 1855%*® The article mocks threats to dissolve the Union and chides the South for its ieflexibl
racial attitudes, but it also betrays its own racialism, exemplifyingiéple forms and degrees
of racialist thought. The circumstancesBehito Ceren® publication alone suggest that
discourse functions precisely through this overlaying of texts, through a teiit\s @ repeat,
comment upon, or revise the content of other texts. Yet, this is only the beginBiegitof

Cerends allusive qualities.

“Strange History”

Melville’s novella has its germ in the source text of the historical Captaiasa Delano.
Delano published his travel narratiarrative of Voyages and Travels in the Northern and
Southern Hemisphelia 1817#° Delano’sNarrativeincludes an account of his 1805 encounter
with the Spanish shipryal following a slave revolt aboard that left twenty-five crew and
passengers dead, including the slaveholder, Alexandro Aranda. While Mepdksdarge
portions of Delano’$Narrative word-for-word, imitates the captain’s perspective on unfolding
events and the broken structure of Delano’s account—including the insertion of Cereno’s
deposition in a way that seems more to interrupt than resolve the action of the ploiteMe

also exaggerates, develops, and alters other details that ultim&tetytlad ways we read the

#8«Ahout Niggers.” Putnam’s Monthly6.36 (Dec. 1855): 608-13. “The Making of Americ&€ornell University
Library. Web. 30 October 2010.

219 Amasa Delandyarrative of Voyages and Travels in the Northerd &outhern Hemispheér@ Comprising

Three Voyages Round the World, Together With aywpf Survey and Discovery in the Pacific Oceath an
Oriental IslandsBoston: E.G. House, 1817. Google Books. WelO&mber 2010.
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novella. For instance, Melville picks up on Delano’s desire ilNdreativeto be seen as heroic
and benevolent. From the deposition included itheative, we know that Delano’s
midshipman, Nathaniel Luther, testified that he accompanied Delano aboargdhand stayed
aboard th@ryal with Delano the whole afternoon. Nonetheless, Delano maintains that he was
alone aboard théryal, insinuating a degree of heroism in his solitary actions. He is also eager
to be perceived as compassionate, which Melville notices and develops, with a twsst, in hi
novella. InBenito CerenpMelville’s depiction of Delano as generous, good natured, and above
all, benevolent, challenges the effectivity of nineteenth-century symmaithexitification as a
political strategy, given Delano’s simultaneous romantic racialrsirhés comfort in antebellum
hierarchies of race, gender, class, and station.

Melville also alters the date of the action. Melville’s story begins inydas 1799,”
whereas the real-life slave revolt aboardThgal occurred in 1805. Eric Sundquist points to the
changed date as evidence of Melville’s desire to subtly connect the slaveguprisis tale with
the start of the Haitian revolution in Saint-Domingue in 1791, a link emphasized byrawfothe
Melville’s revisions, his alteration of Benito Cereno’s ship’s name ffoyal to San Dominick
in the novella?* Melville’s choice to set his story in 1799 and the alteration of the ship’s name

to San Dominicksuggests a way of readiBgnito Cerenonot only in connection with the

220 Recent scholarship on sentiment has begun todeltecthe importance of affectivity to the politiafsthe
antebellum period. Susan Ryan has argued thédaigeiage of benevolence becomes a major themetlirpbo-
and anti-slavery arguments. Glenn Hendler detailg this benevolent emotion finds expression inrtineteenth
century novel, structuring feeling and organizimgw social formations only then being preliminagkperienced
by the audiences brought into being by the deployraésentimental sympathy in literary form” (11¢arol
Colatrella maintains that Melville critiqued thet@lmellum insistence on reading as a means of mef@m. See,
Susan M. RyarnThe Grammar of Good Intentions: Race and the AfitebeCulture of Benevolenc@thaca:
Cornell University Press, 2003); Glenn HendRublic Sentiments: Structures of Feeling in Nieatb-Century
American LiteraturgChapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 2001); ar€hrol Colatrellaliterature and Moral
Reform: Melville and the Discipline of ReadifigP of Florida, 2002). See also, Peter Covidiiimacy in
America: Dreams of Affiliation in Antebellum Litature (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 2005).

221 Eric SundquistTo Wake the Nationis40.
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events Delano describes in Narrative but in relation to a longer history of slavery in the New
World and of slave revolt that continues to threaten Melville’s own contemporary cagext
evidenced in the increasingly violent rhetoric of the politics of slavery apdinebed to western
territories?*

Perhaps Melville’s most subtle, yet important revision of Delano’s text, issinef
irony in his novella. In almost every line, we find ironic double-meaning, dhtaktan be read
on at least two levels. The foggy, gray morning which greets Captain Delano \simeatéi
wakes him at the start of Melville’s tale, is, on one level, the literal m@ying described by
the historical Amasa Delano in M&rrative but Melville’s grayness is recast as a shadow,
“foreshadowing deeper shadows to come” (F&1he novella’s irony produces a polyvalence
that complicates the role of the reader in interpreting the text, but it glsbies Melville’s
prioritization of rereading as an interpretive strategy.

In addition to these alterations of the source text, Melville also diverges frand
Narrative more definitively. The intensely dramatic “play of the barber,” in which Babogwhil
seeming to act the part of the faithful body servant, actually renews hisabedast Cereno’s
life, is all Melville’s own. In this scene, Babo skillfully manipulates bothe@erand Delano.
Babo directly threatens Cereno’s life, but his words and actions are understoahtlyffiey the
bystander, Delano. From Delano’s perspective, Babo appears to be both faithful and

subordinate, but he is, in reality, masterfully orchestrating and dominating ttee dogill have

222 Eric Sundquist offers another contemporary coritexthich to read Melville’s text, in addition thdse listed
above. The October 1855 issue of Putnam’s, whittigd the first installment of “Benito Cereno” alsicluded an
article on “The Kansas Question” which denouncedsiread of slavery into the West. See SundduastVake the
Nations174.

22 Herman Melville, “Benito Cereno” 185®Billy Budd and Other Storig@dew York: Penguin Books, 1986)
159-258. Subsequent references to Melville ane fituis edition.
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more to say about Babo’s performance later, but for now, it is enough to acknowledg&eielvil
fictionalization of the scene, his departure from the source text. Even more sdehatioak in
the plot, Melville’s invention of this scene invests the character of Babo with eedefgr
intelligence and skill that was remarkable for the depiction of a black Isjeaevhite, American
writer in the 1850s. Melville’s handling of Babo is one of the key features thatiedagito the
critical reading oBenito Cerenas a politically progressive, anti-slavery t&kand that marks a
clear divergence from his source text, Nearative of the historical Amasa Delano.

It is not my intention to rehearse in detail all of Melville’s alterationgpetitions from
the source text faBenito Cerenpbut it is my contention that the fact that Melville chooses to
retell, not just an historical event, but an historical event already chronickeabkher writer,
and one, too, that happens to include additional source documents—copies of depositions from
the trial—points to Melville’s fascination with and mobilization of the layenhdiscourse,
particularly, as we see here, discourse about race. Melville’s text, nohoatporates multiple
texts—Delano’dNarrativeand trial depositions—as its sources, but includes fictionalized
recreations of these texts in a format that underscores their brokennesdiahty pather than
their totality as an unified text. Moreover, Melville’s novella responds, in sit tea ways, to

other circulating texts informing the ideas, attitudes, and beliefs of his seader

224 There is currently near-general critical conseribasMelville’sBenito Cerendiolds both scientific racism and
its more “benign” cousin, romantic racialism, up $orutiny. Scholars continue to study and conapdiche view of
Melville’'s connections to the issues of his tinteor a few of the major arguments that laid the gowork for
readingBenito Cerenan relation to race and the issue of slavery, sdean Fagan Yellin, “Black Masks:
Melville’s ‘Benito Cereno,” American Quarterh22 (fall 1970): 678—-89; Glenn Altschuler, “WhoseoFon
Whose Throat: A Reexamination of MelvilldBenito Cerend CLAJ18.3 (1975); KarcheShadow Over the
Promised Land: Slavery, Race, and Violence in Mels America(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1980), 19-
27, 128-32; Michael Rogirgubversive Genealogy: The Politics and Art of Harelville(New York: Knopf,
1983), 208-20; Sandra Zagarell, “Reenvisioning Anger Melville’s ‘Benito Cereno™ Burkolder, ed.27-45;
Levine,Conspiracy and Romanc#65-230; Gloria Horsley-Meacham, “Bull of theléti Symbol, History, and
Racial Myth in ‘Benito Cereno,”New England Quarterlg4 ( June 1991): 225-42; Sundquigt, Wake the
Nations,135-82; NelsonThe Word in Black and Whit&90-30.
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First, Melville draws attention to the narrator/Delano’s reading prefeseand
demonstrates how this reading influences his attitudes. When Delano spiesng stestper
and child on the deck of ti#&an Dominickthe narrator/Delano describes them with animal
imagery as a pair of deer: “[Delano’s] attention had been drawn to a slumbegress . . .
lying . . . like a doe in the shade of a woodland rock. Sprawling at her lapped bredsts was
wide-awake fawn, stark naked” (Melville 198). Delano’s description sounds muchédike t
ethnographic, travel literature popular at the time. The narrator referanopdesof Delano’s
reading: “Ah! thought Captain Delano, these, perhaps, are some of the very women whom
Ledyard®saw in Africa, and gave such a noble account of” (Melville 198). John Ledyard
(1751-1789), a Connecticut-born explorer who traveled with Captain James Cook, is an
interesting analogue for Delano because Ledyard wrote feeligglgst the abuses of freedom
he experienced during his imprisonment in Russia in 1788, yet seemed little tropbteddea
of African slavery, even when he spent time in Cairo interviewing and studftiicgn women
slaves® Much like Ledyard, Delano fails to make the connection between his own desire for
and appreciation of liberty and an African slave’s desire for freedom. WHand'semarks”

the “negresses,” he plays the amateur ethnographer, studying their hdltsaluding: “He

225 |n thePutnam’sversion ofBenito Cerenpthis reference was to Mungo Park (1771-1806)attBh physician
and adventurer who explored the course of the NRpegr. Apparently, Melville confused Ledyard wiark. He
corrected the reference to John Ledyard irRiazza Tale$1856) edition. Published Putnam’sin 1855, John
Ledyard wrote: “I have observed among all natidnat the women . . . are the same kind, civil,gbtj, humane,
tender beings. . . . They do not hesitate, like ,ni@perform a hospitable or generous action; aoighty, nor
arrogant, nor supercilious, but full of courtesygddond of society; industrious, economical, ingaus) more liable .
.. to err than man, but . . . also more virtu@mns] performing more good actions than he.” Quatédmerican
Travelers"Putnam's Monthly Magazine (June 1855): 565.

2% 5ee Edward G. Grafhe Making of John Ledyard: Empire and Ambitiotthia Life of an Early American
Traveler(Yale UP, 2007). See also John Ledy#dournal of Captain Cook's Last Voyage to the fla@cean,
and in Quest of a North-West Passage Between Agimérica, Performed in the Years 1776, 1777, 1@n8,
1779 : lllustrated with a Chart Shewing [sic] theatts of the Ships Employed in This ExpeditionittFally
narrated from the original ms. of Mr. John Ledyar@Hartford: Nathaniel Patten, 1783). “Meetingrobntiers”
Library of Congress. May 2003. Web. 11 Nov. 2010
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was gratified with their manners: like most uncivilized women, they seehtedt@tender of
heart and tough of constitution; equally ready to die for their infants or fight for {ihelville
198). The women'’s fierceness is imagined as maternal protectivenessnimeteemotion:
“Unsophisticated as leopardesses; loving as doves” (Melville 198). Delano is tmabhceive
that these mothers might well be “ready to die . . . or fight” for their chilslghysical and
mental freedom, for recognition of their fully human status. When, in Cereno’s deposison, i
revealed that the slave women took an active part in the insurrection, theipptdn in the
violence challenges all assumptions about their sex. The women push for torture of the
Spaniards and more murders. Moreover, “in the various acts of murder, they sangnsbngs
danced—not gaily, but solemnly . . . they sang melancholy songs to the negroes, and . . . this
melancholy tone was more inflaming than a different one would have been, and wasdsinte
(Melville 252). The black women are no longer examples to Delano of “naked nature . . . pure
tenderness and love,” but baffling illustrations of the “savagery” of their(Mekille 198).

In another instance of Delano’s reading habits informing his actions, Delacivewat
Babo prepare to shave Cereno and he begins to muse about the “something in the negro which, in
a peculiar way, fits him for avocations about one’s person” (Melville 212). Actlailsy
passage, and the ones | will quote subsequently, are told by the narrator, rathefdhantt
they detail what we presume are Delano’s thoughts and habits, and demonstteggahdo
which, at this point in the story, the narrator’s attitudes become indistinguistahble f
Delano’s?*” The narrator/Delano indicates his condescending view of African Amerisans a

natural servants and suggests that the small details of manual labor hapmply thezn. The

227 Many critics have commented on the collapse ofipof view between Delano and the narrator. SeilTa
“Captain Babo’s Cabin,” 48-51; Levin€onspiracy and Romanc200; Sunquistfo Wake the Nationd51;
Nelson,The Word in Black and Whijt&09.
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passage is worth quoting at length, as it illustrates the narrator/Befaasumption of white

superiority combined with a comfortable sense of himself as generously accamngpddzeral

even:
Most negroes are natural valets and hair dressers; taking to the comb and brush
congenially as to the castanets, and flourishing them apparently with almost equal
satisfaction. There is, too, a smooth tact about them in this employment, with a
marvelous, noiseless, gliding briskness, not ungraceful in its way, singularly
pleasing to behold, and still more so to be the manipulated subject of. And above
all is the great gift of good-humor. Not the mere grin or laugh is here meant.
Those were unsuitable. But a certain easy cheerfulness, harmonious in every
glance and gesture; as though God had set the whole negro to some pleasant tune.
.. . Captain Delano’s nature was not only benign, but familiarly and humorously
so. . . In fact, like most men of a good, blithe heart, Captain Delano took to
negroes, not philanthropically, but genially, just as other men to Newfoundland
dogs. (Melville 212-13)

Melville trenchantly connects the narrator/Delano’s romantic ragiakgh his reading habits.

Linking Cereno’s evident trust in Babo to similar relationships he has read about, the

narrator/Delano says: “one readily perceives why those hypochondriacs, Jath&yman—it

may be, something like the hypochondriac Benito Cereno—took to their hearts, almost to the

exclusion of the entire white race, their serving men, the negroes, Barbdetmhe (Melville

212). Dwelling on the “docility arising from the unaspiring contentment of izeldhmind, and

that susceptibility of bland attachment sometimes inhering in indisputabieiaféethe

narrator/Delano widely mistakes, misreads even, the shaving scene unfoldiregHef

(Melville 212). Babo does not prove to be “docile” or “unaspiring.” His mind is nott&uji

but quite capable of making quick decisions, organizing over one hundred people, and

successfully fooling Delano over the course of several hours. Melville’snpéatef this

commentary just prior to the shaving scene in which Babo skillfully performs hjsipag more

than simply belie Delano’s racialist views. It also critiques Dekfaled reading practice.
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Delano’s interpretation ultimately proves inaccurate, but his reguowpsds under scrutiny
here as much as his ill-judged conclusions.

Second, the narrator/Delano’s racial attitudes are intricately tieddogein other ways,
as well. Melville’s novella suggests a critique of other antebellum textsah Robbins, Peter
Coviello, Ezra Tawil, and others have read Melville’s text as a response tmthgtic racialism
and sentimental narration of Stow&lacle Tom’s Cabii?® Tawil argues thaBenito Cereno
responds to Stowe’s novel, but also to traveling minstrel shows that performed an &dtrevia
version ofUncle Tom’s Cabin The shows were even more popular than the novel, often referred
to simply as “Tom-Shows?*® Thomas Gossett estimates that fifty Americans had seen a
minstrel version obUncle Tom’s Cabiror every one that read the novel, and Stowe’s text was
the first American novel to sell over one million copies (260; ¥85)awil maintains: “If
Melville is in part responding to the contemporary sensation surroubiclg Tom’s Cabirnn
popular culture, his insistent use of the language of performance suggestgtjnreftBabo is
putting on a “‘Tom-Show’ for Delano” (46). In this way, Melville refers to a discoafrse
unconscious racism, but revises its pretensions by equipping the slave Babo vitéiatne tio
manipulate Delano’s poor reading strategies, and through Delano, his own whitezaame

readership.

228 sarah Robbins argues that Melville’s readers wbale readBenito Cerenan relation toUncle Tom’s Cabin
given the fact that Stowe’s novel was under fre¢d@tussion ifPutnamis during the timeframe Melville's
novella was serialized there. Peter Coviello catéethat Melville’s concern about reading findsregsion in his
critique of sentimentalism. Ezra Tawil expands Biob’ argument to include internal evidence from tbxt. See
Sarah Robbins, “Gendering the History of the Aatisiy Narrative: Juxtapositgncle Tom'’s Cabirand ‘Benito
Cereno, BelovedandMiddle PassageAmerican Quarterlyd9 (1997): 531-73; Peter Coviello, “The Ameri¢an
Charity”; Ezra F. Tawil, “Captain Babo’s Cabin.”

229 Tawil makes this argument in the essay, “Captaibds Cabin,” but for more information about miesshows,
see Eric LottL ove and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the Aoaariworking ClasgNew York: Oxford UP,
1993); Mary C. Hendersoitheater in America: 200 Years of Plays, Players] RroductiongNew York: H. N.
Abrams, 1986).

2% Thomas Gossett)ncle Tom’s Cabin and American Cultuiallas: Southern Methodist UP, 1985).
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To some extent, Delano’s inability to read the scenario he is faced with, point to
limitations in the way he reads. Delano reads, literally, in black and wfiitee whites . . . by
nature, were the shrewder race. . . But if the whites had dark secrets conbemiBgnito,
could then Don Benito be any way in complicity with the blacks? But they wereautmd.st
Besides, who ever heard of a white so far a renegade as to apostatize from $pecies
almost, by leaguing in against it with negroes?” (Melville 201). Allan Moorerfzargues that
Benito Cerenalludes to and is critical of Nott and Gliddoigpes of Mankindoublished the
year prior to Melville's text (322-24§' Delano mimics the assertion of white racial superiority
found in Ethnographic discourse. His reiteration of the major arguments of antebellum
Ethnography—race as a natural category, raced bodies as having spexdlgharacteristics,
the races as separate species—acts in much the same way gendes, guexaiding to Judith
Butler. Butler describes gender as a “citation,” a repetition of aatsifva highly rigid
regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substameeyiial sort
of being” (33)?** As | argued in chapter one, we see much the same dynamic at work in
Ethnographic literature. Race is performative in the sense that it becocwsaalide as a
category over time, through the repetition of specific ideas, tropes, and ifsciefdims.
Delano reads the performative of race to reassure himself of a socidbasedron racial and
class hierarchies. When Delano doubts Cereno’s account of the ship’s historyineedeg
imagine that Cereno is “[sJome low-born adventurer, masquerading as an ocaadeegrbut
quickly changes his mind when he looks closely at Cereno’s features: “he weksostithe

profile, whose clearness of cut was refined by the thinness, incident ¢althhas well as

1 Allan Moore Emery, “The Topicality of Depravity iBenito Cereno™ American Literatures5.3 (1983): 316-
61.

232 judith ButlerGender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion aftitle(New York: Routledge, 1990).
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ennobled about the chin by the beard. Away with suspicion. He was a true off-shaoieof a t
hildago Cereno” (Melville 186; 187). Delano reads Cereno’s profile, an act wicilsre
phrenology’s racialized penchant for reading heads. Cereno’s profileeseBlelano’s faith in
the legitimizing power of whiteness and class to resolve questions of statuatamd st

Several critics have red&knito Cerenas a response to other antebellum texts. H. Bruce
Franklin reads Melville’'s Benito Cereno as “the ghost of Charles the Fifth¥lliam
Stirling’s Cloister Life of the Emperor Charles the FifttB51) as an important source text for
the novella (515 Sterling Stuckey suggests that Melville reworked Joseph Dupuis’ racialist
Journal of a Residence in Ashan{@824) to create the African king, Atufal, and to incorporate
Ashantee cultural influences into the t&kt.Melville also makes use of metaliterary themes.
Tawil points out that Melville describes Delano as “incapable of satiremy,ira
characterization that is unusual in that “satire’ and ‘irony’ typicdkyote not dispositions but
modes of language” (Melville 184; Tawil 43). Dana Nelson, Carolyn Karcher, and, more
recently, Peter Coviello, demonstrate Melville’s use of gothic tropBsmito Ceren@and his
coy and repetitive wielding of the words “plot” and “design” to suggest botleatett intent

and literary compositiofi?

2334, Bruce Franklin, “Apparent Symbol of DespoGommand’: Melville’sBenito Cerenb Critical Essays on
Herman Melville’sBenito Cereno Ed. Robert E. Burkholder (New Yofk: K. Hall, 1992) 50-57.

234 stuckey African Culture and Melville’s Art.
235 5ee NelsoriThe Word in Black and Whit&28-30; Karcher, “Riddle of the Sphinx,” 220; Gailo, “The
American in Charity.” Though Sundquist does ngiliitly connect Melville to literary Gothicism iflo Wake the

Nations,he does explorBenito Cerenan the context of Catholic despotism and the ariitin of New World
slavery, see p. 135-54.
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Black-Letter Text and Reading in the Open Margin

Among the gothic themes Melville employs, the strongest is no doubt the pervasige se
of mystery or concealment that troubles alike Delano’s interpretation of dipéepsnd events on
the San Dominickand the reader’s interpretation®énito Cereno.Melville details the
“enigmas,” “portents,” and “ugly misgivings” that confuse Delano: “passing tmoen
suspicious thing to another, his mind revolved . . . strange questions” (Melville 190). Still,
Delano’s mystification goes deeper than mere puzzlement. There seem®sinsalpernatural
quality to Delano’s confusion, as if something more than misapprehension is at wgitkg to
break one charm, [Delano] was but becharmed anew” (Melville 200). Peter Cosgalltsahat
Melville uses gothic tropes to critique, not only the narration of sentimenjdlignthe reading
modes sentimentalism inspires and its politics of easy, self-satidéetification.

Silence functions to further the mystery of 8&n Dominick In addition to the many
odd occurrences Delano notes, the silences, pauses, and withdrawn, whispered conferences
between Cereno and Babo, contribute tremendously not only to Delano’s confusion, but to the
gothicism of the tale. Silence operates in the novella to structure thearamadi way that
emphasizes breaks, gaps, and discontinuities. Delano is not the only one who has troagle readi
the events aboard ship. As readers, we are necessarily drawn into Delamp@stpershrough
the narration of the novella, but even to the degree we resist Delano’s oversitigpigicand
distance ourselves from his conclusions, we still find ourselves a muddle, forttdeftex easy
interpretation. Especially on a first read, it is difficult to know pregigdiat is happening on
the ship. Robert Levine underscores the thematic importance of this disturktimgdd and the
extent to whiclBenito Cerenaligns readers with Delano’s misinterpretations. He maintains

that “no matter how many ‘clarifying’ hints are offered over the courskeoharrative, it simply
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is impossible to be absolutely certain about what is going on aboasamthominickuntil

events have completely unfolded” (Levine 289)What is more, the silences and gapBémito
Cerenodo not exemplify dack of detail, but are themselves details that unsettle reading. That

is, the confusion that the text produces does not simply deceive us, but challenges us to consider
our own reading practices.

While Levine is correct to insist that we not minimize the unsettling sftg@&enito
Cerends narration and while Coviello’s reading is persuasive and suggestive, what sigkas
most intriguing about Melville’s disorienting narrative mode and his deploymentlatgot
tropes, is the use of silence as commentary on the layers of talk within (aodtjvihe text.
Silence, inBenito Cerenobecomes, not a space removed from which to “talk back” to the
prevailing discourse, but a mockery of the concept of a space apart. As such,sitenes an
identificatory reading strategy that elides difference, the foundafwealise of discourse. In
Benito Cerenpwe see Melville’s endorsement of irony, of double meaning, of polyvalence, of
“tautology,” as Sundquist would haveiitas a means of resignifying a discourse one cannot
escape. If Melville supports any reading strat&gfyen, it is rereading, encountering the text,
not anew, but precisely over and over again.

Faced with an unsettling reading experience, even Delano, ever hastyetbocom

comfortable conclusions, acknowledges a time to forestall interpretation wheaidesd®ot to

2% Robert LevineConspiracy and Romance
%7 See Sundquist,o Wake the Nationd 55.

238 samuel Otter, John Carlos Rowe, Stephen RailtdliaiGBrown, and Ann Douglas have produced inftiiein
critical accounts of Melville’s relationship to hasidience, though with regard to other texts different context
than discussed here. See Samuel Ottelyille’s Anatomie®08-54; John Carlos Rowat Emerson’s Tomb: The
Politics of Classic American Literatu®&ew York: Columbia UP, 1997); Stephen Railténthorship and
Audience: Literary Performance in the American &ssancegPrinceton: Princeton UP, 1991) 178-201; Gillian
Brown, Domestic Individualism: Imagining Self in Ninetde@entury AmericgBerkeley: U of California P,
1990) 135-69; Ann Douglaghe Feminization of American Cultudew York: Knopf, 1977) 289, 289-329.
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engage in “ungenerous surmises” about Cereno: “to the Spaniard’s black-kttiemtas best,
for awhile, to leave open margin” (Melville 187). Of course, Delano framesethisorary
obeisance of interpretation through the language of benevolence and genearesitpjssion
which reveals an American tendency to obscure the structures of domination foundational
slavery, the repression of women, and class hierarchies, at home, and Americaaligmperi
abroad, under a language of moral righteousness (the “generous Captain Araasa @e¢he
deposition, “incapable of sounding . . . wickedness” and “unwilling to appear uncivil even to
incivility itself”), but even more than betraying his expressive and intevprpairadigm, this
passage suggests a way of reading that stays in-process, résigtthgsure (Melville 253;

189). Delano describes Cereno as a form of gothic type, literally diffecedtad, a suitable
comparison given the scant and strained opportunity he’s had to get to know Cereno, et it is t
second half of the analogy that is most interesting. Melville sets up Cereselfrasha text for
Delano’s reading, making yet another allusion to the proliferation of textdetisty of
discourse, but also calling attention to the reading of the body and to the body’s satimtanti
through discourse. That is, Cereno’s body is produced as a “gothic” text throwagioBel
reading, as much as through his own actions. For example, Cereno as “blackxgtter t
intimates a larger discourse of racialism that informs Delano’s ietérprmpractice and, most
consequentially, the institution of slavery and its systematic forms of doomndthe Spaniard
Cereno is not literally blackletter text, but rather a “pale” one, as Melville emphasizes,
exemplified by the white skeleton Babo places as the figure-head on the shijceessely
shows to the Spanish sailors, asking each in turn: “whose skeleton that was, and wbether, f

its whiteness, he should not think it a white’s” (Melville 245). To “leave open margiggests
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a process of reading that may avoid, or at least hold in check, the regulatitg @fidiscourse
by resisting a mode of interpretation based in (racial) difference.

But Benito Cerengroduces this “open margin” as illusory and silence serves as the key
to the operation of a discourse of difference and its performance of race. eRecesivhich
permeate and structure the novella, indeed, even the gaps and lapses in the depositibe and in t
original historical record, have been noted and examined by scholars. HardteSwas
among the first to point out Melville’s appropriation of DelardaTrative®® Yet, if anything,
Melville’s reworking of Delano’$Narrative highlights the gaps and lapses of history more so
than its ability to reconstruct the past, as Shari Goldberg explddenitt Cerenas a whole
comes to seem less like a text in need of substantiation and more like an enelisisgbing
that very premise” (74° When Delano asks Cereno for an account of the ship’s recent trials, he
is met with hesitancy, pauses, and evasive comments that, on a second readingyrariiersc
inadequacy of language to account for the past, particularly a violent or trapastidDelano
refers to Cereno’s pretended account of the ship’s losses in a bad storm when lleizgsnpa
“Those must have been hard gales, Don Benito” (Melville 209). Cereno repliesafllPast
speech” (Melville 209). But whaenito Cerendhere emphasizes is not so much the inadequacy
of language to capture the texture of a traumatic experience, but preicsselyrse’s ability to
produce an event, even if it is produced as “past all speech.” In other ®enits, Cereno

challenges the notion of an “open margin” or a space outside discourse for, the nowsiasinc

239 scudder, Harold. “Melville’8enito Cerena@nd Captain Delano’s Voyage®MLA 43 (1928): 502—32. See
also, Margaret Jackson, “Melville's Use of a Rdal/& Mutiny in ‘Benito Cereno”CLA 4 (1960).

240 shari Goldberg, Benito Cereno’$vlute Testimony: On the Politics of Reading Md#/# Silences’Arizona
Quarterly65.2 (Summer 2009): 1-26.
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that discourse is exactly suited to the expression, even production, of race and the
institutionalization of difference.

Cereno’s conception of the horrors of slave insurrection as “past all speecls’tpdime
binary structure of discourse, as it is here deployed: speech and silereratigXls between
speeck'and silence organize the exchange of conversation and are crucial to the narration of
Melville’s text, which relies so heavily on a story “very brokenly deliveradd on the play of
silence and speech in secrecy (Melville 174). According to the logic of this biregrysilence
marks off the boundaries of speech, while speech, in its contrast, determingecthefssilence.
The idea that opposites play off of one another, defining the parameters of theiisiaat so
much the point here as is the acknowledgment that silence, in the case of Mdkatletan
only be produced with recourse to speech/writing. Melville shows himselbwalle of this
dialectic when he depicts Delano’s suspicions as resolved by the very situatbrpwdvioked
them: “the same conduct, which, in this instance had raised the alarm, servedl i’ dispe
(Melville 192). Turning on an inverse relation in both caBesito Cerenaleploys the dialectic
to act out the production of silence through discourse, where silence is narrataddses @t
speech. Babo responds to Cereno’s “story and panegyric” with a “dusky commdéamad’si
(Melville 216). The narrator’s repetitive description of muteness points to higwctiet of
silence as failed speech, rather than a simple quiet. Cereno’s silence$oanegueas dramatic
pauses and coughing and fainting attacks that signify his discomfiture:

Don Benito faltered; then, like some somnambulist suddenly interfered with,
vacantly stared at his visitor, and ended by looking down on the deck. He

maintained this posture so long, that Captain Delano, almost equally disconcerted,
and involuntarily almost as rude, turned suddenly from him . . . . Here there was a

2411n another context, Mary Bercaw Edwards descritresral context for Melville’s work and points toet
importance of talk to Melville development of chetexs. See Mary Bercaw Edwar@annibal Old Me: Spoken
Sources in Melville’s Early Work&ent, Ohio: Kent State UP, 2009).
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sudden fainting attack of his cough, brought on, no doubt, by his mental distress. .
. .The Spaniard proceeded, but brokenly and obscurely, as one in a dream. . . . His
cough returned and with increased violence; this subsiding, with reddened lips
and closed eyes he fell heavily against his supporter. . . . Don Benito reviving,
wenton . . .. Here again he fell faintly back. Again his mind wandered; but he
rallied, and less obscurely proceeded . . . . Once more the faintness returned—nhis
mind roved—but, recovering, resumed . . . (173-76)

In this way, silence is figured as being “outside” of language, as a dsrabtspeech, but

produced as such within language.

The concept of performativity offers a way of reading the productive silen&=nabd

Cereno Melville illuminates the performative power of narrative. In one of theynratances

where Delano rehearses in his mind alternate explanations of the disarradshenfthe San

Dominick, he worries:
... might not that . . . Spanish crew, alleged to have perished off to a remnant, be
at that very moment lurking in the hold? On heart-broken pretense of entreating a
cup of cold water, fiends in human form had got into lonely dwellings, nor retired
until a dark deed had been done. And among the Malay pirates, it was no unusual
thing to lure ships after them into their treacherous harbors, or entice boarders
from a declared enemy at sea, by the spectacle of thinly manned or vacant decks,
beneath which prowled a hundred spears with yellow arms ready to upthrust them
through the mats. Not that Captain Delano had entirely credited such things. He
had heard of them—and now, as stories, they recurred. (Melville 191)

Delano draws on the “stories” he has heard—of violence, treachery, and piracy-p- el

make sense of a mysterious situation. When contradictions provoke Delano’s suspidalis, he

back on texts he has previously consumed to help him make sense of what is occurrng befor

him. For instance, when Delano imagines that “under the aspect of infantdeessathe most

savage energies might be couched,” he finds “[flrom no train of thought did thessfanicie;

not from within, but from without; suddenly, too, and in one throng” (Melville 185).

Explanations arrive, ready-made to his mind, as long as he draws upon the teatdeatahim

through discourse. Thus, the “stories” Delano takes in, whether “heard” or read ebeadnal
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to the reading strategies he employs when faced with an unfamilianetkte passage quoted at
length above, Delano tries to distance himself from stories that are, he@sagxcessive to the
context. Yet, what is noteworthy here is that the stories are not simpledeaslbackground
matter for his interpretations, but rather, the stories “recur.” That ishdpgenonce more.
Unbeknownst to Delano, he is in the midst of a similar such story of treachery amdatisar

In this excerpt, the stories operate both as actions/occurrences in the présentextual

context for Delano’s reading. As such, the stories are performative.

Delano’s performative reading, then, materializes the text. What | meaggess is that
Delano’s reading strategy, though it doescaitseevents to unfold in a particular way, does,
indeed readthem in particular ways. Delano is here looking for a “treacherous” bext Wwith
“dark deeds” and racialized “yellow arms” andBanito Cerengpthis is precisely the text he
reads, belatedly perhaps, in “a flash of revelation”: “now with scales droppadfs eyes,
[Delano] saw the negroes . . . with mask torn away, flourishing hatchets and knivesgiouter
piratical revolt” (Melville 233). In direct correlation to the “stories’ttearlier “recurred,”
Delano now sees the negroes as pirates, despite the fact that piracy is namdeyood as a
mercenary crime. The slaves’ revolt, on the other hand, has several other bkebsrhaving
more to do with a desire for freedom, self-determination, or bodily integrity. ThDaano’s
reference to pirates may not be apt, strictly speaking, they are signifidaat they frame the
slaves’ uprising as criminal and fearful. Delano’s reading alludes to treeyMmhtes of popular
travelogues, but it's “hatches and knives” also suggests unsaid referereeslave revolt in
Saint-Domingue, Gabriel Prosser and Denmark Vesey'’s revolts and more conteioysisaite

Melville's readers, the Nat Turner uprising and the mutiny aboarAristad**

242 5ee Sundquisto Wake the Nationd57-64, 182; Carolyn L. Karcher “The Riddle of t8phinx.”
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Delano’s performative readings often produce a racialist text. In the shagimg s
Melville narrates a silence that is at once “sinister” and “socialié’imthis muteness, Delano
reads a racialized text (Melville 229; 210). Melville dwells on Babo’s pagioarof the razor
blade, particularly on his choice to glide the blade over his bare skin and thehab®eei
Cereno’s neck:

The preliminaries [of shaving in the Spanish style] being somewhat novel to
Captain Delano, he sat curiously eyeing them, so that no conversation took place,
nor, for the present did Don Benito appear disposed to renew any.

Setting down his basin, the negro searched among the razors, as for the sharpest,
and having found it, gave it an additional edge by expertly strapping it on the

firm, smooth, oily skin of his open palm; he then made a gesture as if to begin, but
midway stood suspended for an instant, one hand elevating the razor, the other
professionally dabbing among the bubbling suds on the Spaniard’s lank neck.

Not unaffected by the close sight of the gleaming steel, Don Benito nervously
shuddered; his usual ghastliness was heightened by the lather, whichalg#iner

was intensified in its hue by the contrasting sootiness of the negro’s body.
Altogether the scene was somewhat peculiar, at least to Captain Delano, nor, as he
saw the two thus postured, could he resist the vagary, that in the black he saw a
headsman, and in the white a man at the block. But this was one of those antic
conceits, appearing and vanishing in a breath, from which, perhaps, the best
regulated mind is not always free.

Meantime [the smock over Cereno slipped off, revealing it to be the flag of
Spain.]

“Don Benito, this is the flag of Spain you use here. It's well it's only I, and not
the King, that sees this,” he added with a smile, “but"—turning towards the
black—"it’s all one, | suppose, so the colors be gay;” which playful remark did
not fail somewhat to tickle the negro. (Melville 214)

The passage displays how Delano’s mode of performative reading can producengptapts.

At first Delano sees Babo as a “headsman,” but then “regulates” his mind to, vdesrhs, is a

more appropriate text, a “good, blithe,” “genial” racialism. When Babo suggestS¢lano

accompany them to the cuddy, and Delano sees “the colored servant, napkin on arm, so debonair

about his master, in a business so familiar as that of shaving, too, all his old wéakness
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negroes returned” (213). Hence, when Babo uses the flag of Spain as a smock, Debauyp ca
read it as an example of, what he maintains is, “the negro’s” attraction i dwigrs. Cereno
reads the scene quite differently, however: “Don Benito faintly shudderedvi(i#1@14).

Babo’s smile at Delano’s comment performs a doubled reading of his own. On the one hand,
Babo’s performative reading of Delano’s racialist remark furthetaridés ability to see him as
simple and unaffected, unaware that Babo has surely used the flag intentiomalhe @her

hand, Babo’s “tickle” literally mocks Delano and his presumption of sophisticatmantal
superiority. Babo’s handling of the razor, “the steel glanced nigh the thro@greho, is his
unspoken response to Delano’s easy assumption of physical security (Melville 214)

Silence speaks in other ways in this text, as well, but particularly, through the body
Silence is contagious, moving from one character to another (Melville 185).simistér”
(Melville 229). Silence is expressed in “signs,” between charactersothatimmes go amiss or
unrecognized (Melville189). It is the space of confusion, where Delano spetdirhis time
“turning over and over, in a purely speculative sort of way, some of the . . . pecasliairitine
captain and crew” (Melville 205). Silence is overwhelmed: “too much overcome & spea
(Melville 230). For Cereno, silence is complete, inviolate, while yet “speakingbtzftion:

“Yan was the man who, by Babo’s command, willingly prepared the skeleton of Dxandlle,
in a way the negroes afterwards told the deponent, but which he, so long as reasomis left hi

can never divulge” (251). Silence’s particular bodily conneé¢fisnggests silence is not just

243 Matthew Rebhorn claims that Melville makes usthefconcept of the “embodied mind” to critique altiest,
rationalist reading practices and suggest, insi@adcalibration of the body away from the Cartesiand/body
split and the privileging of mind over body. Rebhargues that witBenito CerenoMelville posits the body’s
nonverbal communication as a means of rethinkiegnthys we read and write. See Matthew Rebhornndivig
the Body: Benito Ceren@and Melville’s Embodied Reading Practic8tudies in the Novdl1.2 (Summer 2009):
157-77.
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lack of sound, but lack of talking as the frequent references to mutenes¥‘atteseno is
depicted from the start as one who suffers “debility . . . bodily and mental” (Mel8). His
body betrays “an absent or moody mind”: “[Cereno] moved slowly about, at times suddenly
pausing, starting, or staring, biting his lip, biting his finger-nail, flushingngatwitching his
beard” (Melville 169). Along with these bodily manifestations of a mind “unstrunggroés
manner is halted, withdrawn, and prone to long silences in his speech. Again, his boesregist
the “symptoms”: “[Cereno’s] voice was like that of one with lungs half gone—shbar
suppressed, a husky whisper” (Melville 169). Cereno is described as an “undenvenstrati
invalid gliding about, apathetic and mute” (Melville 171). Thus, silence is embodied and
physical action determines the contours of the silence: “How like a mutalAoves™ (182).
Muteness does not normally convey a particular sense of movement, yet here timemmfe
muteness is emphasized.

Yet, ultimately, silence functions as a parody of the notion of escape, of the cohaept
space “outside” of discourse. Of all the many occasions of silerigenito Cerenpthe most
evocative silence is surely the “voiceless end” of Babo: “As for thédtathose brain, not
body, had schemed and led the revolt, with the plot—his slight frame, inadequate to that whic
held, had at once yielded to the superior muscular strength of his captor, in thedsiag. a8
was over, he uttered no sound, and could not be forced to. His aspect seemed to say, since |
cannot do deeds, | will not speak words” (Melville 258). Babo’s silence is histgricall
appropriate, given that slaves were by law forbidden to testify in court,ieveeir own

defense. The historical Babo was actually killed when Delano’s Amesaiéors took back the

244 ghari Goldberg makes a similar point when she esighs the interruption of speech: “The expressfahe
pregnant possibility of speech that does not cudiheinn articulation is in fact endemic to the teadt only because
‘mute’ is repeatedly invoked, in similar capacitibst because the text’'s entire structure turnsgpst such
undelivered suggestions (9). See GoldbeBgnito Cereno’Mute Testimony.”
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Tryal. Hence, Babo was never tried or executed by the state, though five othebeheaded

and had their heads put on display in the port city of Talcahuano (Sundquist 175-76). Melville’
choice to narrate Babo’s execution then and his casting of Babo as silent oredetisat the

“slave, Melville seems to be telling America, has yet to be heard ftadier 89)**° Yet

readings of Babo, “from the perspective no longer of the masters, but of the slathes abatim

to represent Babo as “a voice from beyond the grave” may miss the pointdKa8ah Downes
482)#° Babo's silence, Shari Goldberg states concisely, indicates “pretiigetjave’s

exclusion” (Goldberg 14 Babo’s exclusion (and Atufal’s, and Lecbe’s, and Francesco’s, and
Yan’s, and José’s, and so forth, and all of the unnamed women and children’s), his very
muteness in a trial for his life, lights up in blazing letters, precisedysobund,” no utterance,
because there is no word Babo can say that is not already overwritten byuassisaf

difference, exclusion, subjection, and race. If Babo were to write a text, stlod agreement

he draws up between the mutineers and Cereno to take them to Senegal or, for lmstance
laughter in response to Delano’s condescending remark that he has wrapped Cereno in the
Spanish flag because he likes bright colors, the text would be disregardedeaidmilsr each

case, the layering of racialist discourse would not only dull his point, but make itlableaas

24 joyce Sparer Adler, “Benito Cereno: Slavery aiménce in the AmericasCritical Essays on Herman
Melville's Benito Cereno. Ed. Robert E. Burkholder (New Yok K. Hall, 1992) 76-93.

248 Karcher, “The Riddle of the SphinCritical Essays on Herman MelvilleBenito Cereno. 196—229; Paul
Downes, “Melville’s ‘Benito Cereno’ and the Polgiof Humanitarian InterventiorBouth Atlantic Quarterl{03
(2004): 465-88. See also Peggy KanTiife Division of Literature or the University in Detstruction(Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1997); Sandra Zagdie#envisioning America: Melville’s ‘Benito Cererid
Critical Essays on Herman MelvilleBenito Cereno 127-45.

247 Shari Goldberg,Benito Cereno’$lute Testimony.”
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Douglass once said of white America: “you shut our mouths, and then ask why we don’t
speak.*®

Babo’s severed head, “that hive of subtlety” that meets “unabashed the gaze of the
whites” is a parody of the very idea of escaping this stifling discourse/i{Me&l58). Silence
and the notion of an “open margin” perform the organization of discourse through a binary
structure: speech and silence, inner and outer, white and black, etc. Becalss plaia the
organization of discourse according to a principle of difference, where thed@utsisilence
circumscribes discourse exactly as that which is central and “insidé Yvhere the “outside”
itself (and, indeed, the “inside”) is produced as a category of this division, Bahtésess
mocks the concept of an “outside” to discourse. Though Babo seems to remain “outside”
language in his silence and though we may care to read his refusal to be contdimat] “wi
discourse as a subversion of sorts, his body is “dragged to the gibbet,” “burned totashes,”
head “fixed on a pole in the Plaza” (Melville 258). In the last lines of the novelb®, Iz
assumed a rhetorical “gaze,” an opportunity to look back at the whites who would “sbetifis
according to the visual text of racial difference, but when Babo “looked towards . . . the
recovered bones of Aranda: and across the Rimac bridge looked towards . . . Benito Cereno,” he
is already dead and there is no more intelligence animating the gazell@gves®).
Nonetheless, Cereno, on some level, has felt Babo’s metaphorical gaze. Wimentiesao
cajole Cereno out of his dark mood, the narrator says: “You are saved,’ cried Cagtain,D
more and more astonished and pained; ‘you are saved: what has cast such a shadow upon you?”
“The negro,” Cereno replies. The narrator continues: “There was silende, twdimoody

man sat, slowly and unconsciously gathering his mantle about him, as if ia\wahé (Melville

28 Erederick Douglass, “The Church and Prejudic&41.The Life and Writings of Frederick Douglass, Volume
The Early Years, 1817-1848Bd. Philip S. Foner (New York: International Fabérs, 1950), 104.
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257). Cereno’s response to the “shadow” of the negro is more silence. Also bound by the
structure of difference that binds Babo’s body and bounds his words, Cereno can do no more
than produce silence, as does Babo, a textual effect, a silence produced withirsdis Yet
Babo’s “voiceless end” is not entirely disabling (Melville 258). Melvilleegi the last word to
Babo, echoing the one text— “[r]udely painted or chalked . . . along the forward sidertbt s
pedestal below the canvas . . . the senteSaguid vuestro jefgfollow your leader)—written

in violence, with which his white audience cannot refuse to reckon (Melville 165).

Unsettled Reading and the Performance of Race

Melville’s novella, read as political critique, does more than criticize &cpkat set of
politics or policies, but challenges the very notion of political actfaf,transcendence of the
status quo, or rather, reinforces the site of politics precisely as amgrobigpower within
existing social structures and discourse. If, then, Melville’s “discabeat discourse” is
despairing about an author’s ability to transgress or subvert the discursive gcirimas
imagine different possibilities for the reader (Kavanagh 387A text frequently read as
Melville’s indictment of nineteenth-century reading practices, it is alsenaorsement of
reading’s crucial political importance. Like Po@lse Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym

Douglass’s autobiographies, and Jacadbsidents in the Life of a Slave GiMelville’s Benito

249 See Maurice Lee’s fine and much more thoroughudision of Melville’s politics irBenito Cerenpwhere he
argues: “Benito Cereno’ richly describes the exgiag reach and limited grasp of a fearfully pol#ed language.
It quietly constructs a political philosophy bertettiteSan Dominicls events to suggest that America’s political
estate is, in fact, a world of lies. Marice S. L'&delville’s Subversive Political Philosophy: ‘B&o Cereno’ and
the Fate of SpeechAmerican Literaturer2.3 (Sept. 2000): 495-519.

%073, H. Kavanagh, “That Hive of Subtlety.Eds. Sacvan Bercovitch and Myra Jehlen (New Yd&@&mbridge
UP, 1986)
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Cerenoperceives reading as a variously enabling strategy of ideological pra¢tat is, for
each of the authors considered, reading becomes a site of contestation fartdhifeses of
mediating the gap between reader and author/text.

Poe’sPymstruggles with the possibilities reading offers for garnering stibigc not as
a founding principle of identity, but as a strategy of being. My readiRymwisuggests that
while the text illustrates (in, perhaps, unintended fashion) the principles ofierciunsl
difference on which race is based, it relies precisely on a notion of regdimgded in
difference to effect its own exclusion of the Other.

Douglass reads from the position of the Other, which he claims as a selfanthas
Though perhaps Douglass’s politics are somewhat more optimistic for the pyssflmbalition
and social progress, he shares with Melville a sense of boundedness withit feoats.
Douglass, reading is always a form of writing or rewriting, a reiimg that can prompt a
different kind of reading. Jacobisicidentsexplores the possibilities of coalition and
community. Her text strives to form connections with readers across the liee @ivd class
and makes use of sentimentalism’s narrative technique to affect gpwateading through
identification. Ultimately, howevemcidentsrejects the possibility of widespread coalition
while race and chattel slavery divide black and white sisters from each other

Because race itself is a discursive text, reading is crucial, not only rieptlesentation,
but also to the structure of race. Reading is more than a metaphor, but the very method of

perception, the means by which race becomes discernable, and, in this discernmend greduce

%1 For a series of essays about the relationshipmiums between Douglass and Melville’s work, sebdit S.
Levine and Samuel Otter, edBrederick Douglass and Herman Melville: Essay&#lation(U of North Carolina
P, 2008).
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contours of race. The unsettled and unsettling reading these texts problemsegizehat
reading is not simply a link along the chain of discursive regulation, but a key piiesible
disruption. Though each of the authors studied understand these possibilities withtdiffere
effects and different activations, they write a common story of the readgbdrtance and of the

performative power of reading.
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