journey:

“March z1st.—A sullen darkness now hovered
above us—but from out the milky depths of the
ocean a luminous glare arose, and stole up along the
bulwarks of the boat. We were nearly overwhelmed
by the white ashy shower which settled upon us and
upon the canoe, but melted into the water as it
fell . ..

“March 224.—The darkness had materially in-
creased, relieved only by the glare of the water thrown
back from the white curtain before us. Many gigantic
and pallidly white birds flew continuously now from
beyond the veil, and their scream was the eternal
Tekeli-li! as they retreated from our vision. Hereupon
Nu-Nu stirred in the bottom of the boat; but upon
touching him, we found his spirit departed. And now
we rushed into the embraces of the cataract, where a
chasm threw itself open to receive us. But there arose

At the end of The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym, Edgar
Allan Poe describes the last two days of an extraordinary
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in our pathway a shrouded human figure, very far
larger in its proportions than any dweller among men.
And the hue of the skin of the figure was of the per-
fect whiteness of the snow.”

They have been floating, Pym and Peters and the native,
Nu-Nu, on a warm, milk-white sea under a “white ashy
shower.” The black man dies, and the boat rushes on through
the white curtain behind which a white giant rises up. After
that, there is nothing. There is no more narrative. Instead
there is a scholarly note, explanation, and an anxious, piled-up
“conclusion.” The latter states that it was whiteness that ter-
rified the natives and killed Nu-Nu. The following inscription
was carved into the walls of the chasms the travelers passed
through: “I have graven it in within the hills, and my ven-
geance upon the dust within the rock.”

No early American writer is more important to the con-
cept of American Africanism than Poe. And no image is more
telling than the one just described: the visualized but
somechow closed and unknowable white form that rises from
the mists at the end of the journey—or, at any rate, at the
end of the narration proper. The images of the white curtain
and the “shrouded human figure” with skin “the perfect
whiteness of the snow” both occur after the narrative has
encountered blackness. The first white image seems related to
the expiration and erasure of the serviceable and serving black
figure, Nu-Nu. Both are figurations of impenetrable white-
ness that surface in American literature whenever an
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Africanist presence is engaged. These closed white images are
found frequently, but not always, at the end of the narrative.
They appear so often and in such particular circumstances
that they give pause. They clamor, it seems, for an attention
that would yield the meaning that lies in their positioning,
their repetition, and their strong suggestion of paralysis and
incoherence; of impasse and non-sequitur.

These images of impenetrable whiteness need contex-
tualizing to explain their extraordinary power, pattern, and
consistency. Because they appear almost always in conjunc-
tion with representations of black or Africanist people who
are dead, impotent, or under complete control, these images
of blinding whiteness seem to function as both antidote for
and meditation on the shadow that is companion to this
whiteness—a dark and abiding presence that moves the hearts
and texts of American literature with fear and longing. This
haunting, a darkness from which our early literature seemed
unable to extricate itself, suggests the complex and contradic-
tory situation in which American writers found themselves
during the formative years of the nation’s literature.

Young America distinguished itself by, and understood
itself to be, pressing toward a future of freedom, a kind of
human dignity believed unprecedented in the world. A whole
tradition of “universal” yearnings collapsed into that well-
fondled phrase, “the American Dream.” Although this immi-
grant dream deserves the exhaustive scrutiny it has received
in the scholarly disciplines and the arts, it is just as important

to know what these people were rushing from as it is to know
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what they were hastening to. If the New World fed dreams,
what was the Old World reality that whetted the appetite for
them? And how did that reality caress and grip the shaping
of a new one?

The flight from the Old World to the New is generally
seen to be a flight from oppression and limitation to freedom
and possibility. Although, in fact, the escape was sometimes
an escape from license—from a society perceived to be unac-
ceptably permissive, ungodly, and undisciplined—for those
fleeing for reasons other than religious ones, constraint and
limitation impelled the journey. All the Old World offered
these immigrants was poverty, prison, social ostracism, and,
not infrequently, death. There was of course a clerical, schol-
arly group of immigrants who came seeking the adventure
possible in founding a colony for, rather than against, one or
another mother country or fatherland. And of course there
were the merchants, who came for the cash.

Whatever the reasons, the attraction was of the “clean
slate” variety, a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity not only to be
born again but to be born again in new clothes, as it were.
The new setting would provide new raiments of self. This
second chance could even benefit from the mistakes of the
first. In the New World there was the vision of a limitless
future, made more gleaming by the constraint, dissatisfaction,
and turmoil left behind. It was a promise genuinely promis-
ing. With luck and endurance one could discover freedom;
find a way to make God’s law manifest; or end up rich as a
prince. The desire for freedom is preceded by oppression;
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a yearning for God’s law is born of the detestation of human
license and corruption; the glamor of riches is in thrall to
poverty, hunger, and debt.

There was very much more in the late seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries to make the trip worth the risk. The
habit of genuflection would be replaced by the thrill of com-
mand. Power—control of one’s own destiny—would replace
the powerlessness felt before the gates of class, caste, and cun-
ning persecution. One could move from discipline and
punishment to disciplining and punishing; from social ostra-
cism to social rank. One could be released from a useless,
binding, repulsive past into a kind of history-lessness, a blank
page waiting to be inscribed. Much was to be written there:
noble impulses were made into law and appropriated for a
national tradition; base ones, learned and elaborated in the
rejected and rejecting homeland, were also made into law and
appropriated for tradition.

The body of literature produced by the young nation is
one way it inscribed its transactions with these fears, forces,
and hopes. And it is difficult to read the literature of young
America without being struck by how antithetical it is to our
modern rendition of the American Dream. How pronounced
in it is the absence of that term’s elusive mixture of hope,
realism, materialism, and promise. For a people who made
much of their “newness”—their potential, freedom, and inno-
cence—it is striking how dour, how troubled, how
frightened and haunted our early and founding literature
truly is.
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We have words and labels for this haunting—“gothic,”

» €«

“romantic,” “sermonic,” “Puritan”—whose sources are to be
found in the literature of the world these immigrants left.
But the strong affinity between the nineteenth-century Amer-
ican psyche and gothic romance has rightly been much
remarked. Why should a young country repelled by Eu-
rope’s moral and social disorder, swooning in a fit of desire
and rejection, devote its talents to reproducing in its own
literature the typology of diabolism it wanted to leave
behind? An answer to that seems fairly obvious: one way to
benefit from the lessons of earlier mistakes and past misfor-
tune is to record them so as to prevent their repetition
through exposure and inoculation.

Romance was the form in which this uniquely American
prophylaxis could be played out. Long after the movement in
Europe, romance remained the cherished expression of young
America. What was there in American romanticism that made
it so attractive to Americans as a battle plain on which to
fight, engage, and imagine their demons?

It has been suggested that romance is an evasion of his-
tory (and thus perhaps attractive to a people trying to evade
the recent past). But I am more persuaded by arguments that
find in it the head-on encounter with very real, pressing his-
torical forces and the contradictions inherent in them as they
came to be experienced by writers. Romance, an exploration
of anxiety imported from the shadows of European culture,
made possible the sometimes safe and other times risky
embrace of quite specific, understandably human, fears:

ha
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Americans’ fear of being outcast, of failing, of powerlessness;
their fear of boundarylessness, of Nature unbridled and
crouched for attack; their fear of the absence of so-called
civilization; their fear of loneliness, of aggression both
external and internal. In short, the terror of human
freedom—the thing they coveted most of all. Romance
offered writers not less but more; not a narrow a-historical
canvas but a wide historical one; not escape but entangle-
ment. For young America it had everything: nature as subject
matter, a system of symbolism, a thematics of the search for
self-valorization and validation—above all, the opportunity
to conquer fear imaginatively and to quiet deep insecurities.
It offered platforms for moralizing and fabulation, and for
the imaginative entertainment of violence, sublime incredibil-
ity, and terror—and terror’s most significant, overweening
ingredient: darkness, with all the connotative value it
awakened.

There is no romance free of what Herman Melville called
“the power of blackness,” especially not in a country in which
there was a resident population, already black, upon which
the imagination could play; through which historical, moral,
metaphyéical, and social fears, problems, and dichotomies
could be articulated. The slave population, it could be and
was assumed, offered itself up as surrogate selves for medita-
tion on problems of human freedom, its lure and its elusive-
ness. This black population was available for meditations on
terror—the terror of European outcasts, their dread of fail-
ure, powerlessness, Nature without limits, natal loneliness,
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internal aggression, evil, sin, greed. In other words, this slave
population was understood to have offered itself up for reflec-
tions on human freedom in terms other than the abstractions
of human potential and the rights of man.

The ways in which artists—and the society that bred
them—transferred internal conflicts to a “blank darkness,” to
conveniently bound and violently silenced black bodies, is a
major theme in American literature. The rights of man, for
example, an organizing principle upon which the nation was
founded, was inevitably yoked to Africanism. Its history, its
origin is permanently allied with another seductive concept:
the hierarchy of race. As the sociologist Orlando Patterson
has noted, we should not be surprised that the Enlightenment
could accommodate slavery; we should be surprised if it had
not. The concept of freedom did not emerge in a vacuum.
Nothing highlighted freedom—if it did not in fact create it—
like slavery.

Black slavery enriched the country’s creative possibilities.
For in that construction of blackness and enslavement could
be found not only the not-free but also, with the dramatic
polarity created by skin color, the projection of the not-me.
The result was a playground for the imagination. What rose
up out of collective needs to allay internal fears and to ratio-
nalize external exploitation was an American Africanism—a
fabricated brew of darkness, otherness, alarm, and desire that
is uniquely American. (There also exists, of course, a Euro-
pean Africanism with a counterpart in colonial literature.)

What I wish to examine is how the image of reined-in,
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pound, suppressed, and repressed darkness became objectified
in American literature as an Africanist persona. I want to
show how the duties of that persona—duties of exorcism and
reification and mirroring—are on demand and on display
throughout much of the literature of the country and helped
to form the distinguishing characteristics of a proto-American
literature.

Earlier I said that cultural identities are formed and
informed by a nation’s literature, and that what seemed to be
on the “mind” of the literature of the United States was the
self-conscious but highly problematic construction of the
American as a new white man. Emerson’s call for that new
man in “The American Scholar” indicates the deliberateness
of the construction, the conscious necessity for establishing
difference. But the writers who responded to this call,
accepting or rejecting it, did not look solely to Europe to
establish a reference for difference. There was a very theatrical
difference underfoot. Writers were able to celebrate or
deplore an identity already existing or rapidly taking a form
that was elaborated through racial difference. That difference
provided a huge payout of sign, symbol, and agency in t.he
process of organizing, separating, and consolidating identity
along culturally valuable lines of interest.

Bernard Bailyn has provided us with an extraordinary
investigation of European settlers in the act of becoming
Americans. I want to quote a rather long passage from his
Voyagers to the West because it underscores the salient aspects
of the American character I have been describing:
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“William Dunbar, seen through his letters and
diary, appears to be more fictional than real—a crea-
ture of William Faulkner’s imagination, a more culti-
vated Colonel Sutpen but no less mysterious. He too,
like that strange character in Absalom! Absalom!, was a
man in his early twenties who appeared suddenly in
the Mississippi wilderness to stake out a claim to a
large parcel of land, then disappeared to the Carib-
bean, to return leading a battalion of ‘wild’ slaves
with whose labor alone he built an estate where before
there had been nothing but trees and uncultivated
soil. But he was more complex than Sutpen, if no less
driving in his early ambitions, no less a progenitor of
a notable southern family, and no less a part of a vio-
lent biracial world whose tensions could lead in
strange directions. For this wilderness planter was a
scientist, who would later correspond with Jefferson
on science and exploration, a Mississippi planter
whose contributions to the American Philosophical
Society (to which Jefferson proposed him for mem-
bership) included linguistics, archaeology, hydro-
statics, astronomy, and climatology, and whose
geographical explorations were reported in widely
known publications. Like Sutpen an exotic figure in
the plantation world of early Mississippi—known as
‘Sir William just as Sutpen was known as ‘Colonel’—
he too imported into that raw, half-savage world the
niceties of European culture: not chandeliers and
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costly rugs, but books, surveyor’s equipment of the
finest kind, and the latest instruments of science.

“Dunbar was a Scot by birth, the youngest son of
Sir Archibald Dunbar of Morayshire. He was edu-
cated first by tutors at home, then at the university
in Aberdeen, where his interest in mathematics,
astronomy, and belles-lettres took mature shape.
What happened to him after his return home and later
in London, where he circulated with young intellectu-
als, what propelled, or led, him out of the metropolis
on the first leg of his long voyage west is not known.
But whatever his motivation may have been, in April
1771, aged only twenty-two, Dunbar appeared in
Philadelphia . . .

“Ever eager for gentility, this well-educated
product of the Scottish enlightenment and of Lon-
don’s sophistication—this bookish young littérateur
and scientist who, only five years earlier, had been
corresponding about scientific problems—about
‘Dean Swifts beatitudes,” about the ‘virtuous and
happy life,” and about the Lord’s commandment that
mankind should ‘love one another’—was yet strangely
insensitive to the suffering of those who served him.
In July 1776 he recorded not the independence of the
American colonies from Britain, but the suppression
of an alleged conspiracy for freedom by slaves on his
own plantation . . .

“Dunbar, the young érudit, the Scottish scientist
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and man of letters, was no sadist. His plantation
regime was, by the standards of the time, mild; he
clothed and fed his slaves decently, and frequently
relented in his more severe punishments. But 4,000
miles from the sources of culture, alone on the far
periphery of British civilization where physical sur-
vival was a daily struggle, where ruthless exploitation
was a way of life, and where disorder, violence, and
human degradation were commonplace, he had tri-
umphed by successful adaptation. Endlessly enter-
prising and resourceful, his finer sensibilities dulled
by the abrasions of frontier life, and feeling within
himself a sense of authority and autonomy he had not
known before, a force that flowed from his absolute
control over the lives of others, he emerged a distinc-
tive new man, a borderland gentleman, a man of
property in a raw, half-savage world.”*

Let me call attention to some elements of this portrait,
some pairings and interdependencies that are marked in the
story of William Dunbar. First there is the historical con-
nection between the Enlightenment and the institution of
slavery—the rights of man and his enslavement. Second, we
have the relationship between Dunbar’s education and his
New World enterprise. The education he had was exceptional

*Bernard Bailyn, thmgm to the West: A Passage in the Peopling of America
om the Eve of the Revolution (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1936), pp. 488—492.
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and exceptionally cultivated: it included the latest thought on
theology and science, an effort perhaps to make them mutu-
ally accountable, to make one support the other. He is not
only a “product of the Scottish enlightenment” but a London
intellectual as well. He read Jonathan Swift, discussed the
Christian commandment to love one another, and is
described as “strangely” insensitive to the suffering of his
slaves. On July 12, 1776, he records with astonishment and
hurt surprise a slave rebellion on his plantation: “Judge my
surprise . . . Of what avail is kindness & good usage when
rewarded by such ingratitude.” “Constantly bewildered,”
Bailyn goes on, “by his slaves’ behavior . . . [Dunbar] recov-
ered two runaways and ‘condemned them to receive 500
lashes each at five different times, and to carry a chain & log
fixt to the ancle.’”

I take this to be a succinct portrait of the process by
which the American as new, white, and male was constituted.
It is a formation with at least four desirable consequences, all
of which are referred to in Bailyn’s summation of Dunbar’s
character and located in how Dunbar felt “within himself.”
Let me repeat: “a sense of authority and autonomy he had
not known before, a force that flowed from his absolute con-
trol over the lives of others, he emerged a distinctive new
man, a borderland gentleman, a man of property in a raw,
half-savage world.” A power, a sense of freedom, he had not
known before. But what had he known before? Fine educa-
tion, London sophistication, theological and scientific
thought. None of these, one gathers, could provide him with
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the authority and autonomy that Mississippi planter life did.
Also this sense is understood to be a force that flows, already
present and ready to spill as a result of his “absolute control
over the lives of others.” This force is not a willed domina-
tion, a thought-out, calculated choice, but rather a kind of
natural resource, a Niagara Falls waiting to drench Dunbar
as soon as he is in a position to assume absolute control.
Once he has moved into that position, he is resurrected as a
new man, a distinctive man—a different man. And whatever
his social status in London, in the New World he is a gentle-
man. More gentle, more man. The site of his transformation
is within rawness: he is backgrounded by savagery.

I want to suggest that these concerns—autonomy, authority,
newness and difference, absolute power—not only become
the major themes and presumptions of American literature,
but that each one is made possible by, shaped by, activated
by a complex awareness and employment of a constituted
Africanism. It was this Africanism, deployed as rawness and
savagery, that provided the staging ground and arena for the
elaboration of the quintessential American identity.
Autonomy is freedom and translates into the much cham-
pioned and revered “individualism”; newness translates into
“innocence”; distinctiveness becomes difference and the erec-
tion of strategies for maintaining it; authority and absolute
power become a romantic, conquering “heroism,” virility,
and the problematics of wielding absolute power over the
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lives of others. All the rest are made possible by this last, it
would seem—absolute power called forth and played against
and within a natural and mental landscape conceived of as a
“raw, half-savage world.”

Why is it seen as raw and savage? Because it is peopled by
a nonwhite indigenous population? Perhaps. But certainly
because there is ready to hand a bound and unfree, rebellious
but serviceable, black population against which Dunbar and
all white men are enabled to measure these privileging and
privileged differences.

Eventually individualism fuses with the prototype of
Americans as solitary, alienated, and malcontent. What, one
wants to ask, are Americans alienated from? What are Amer-
icans always so insistently innocent of? Different from? As
for absolute power, over whom is this power held, from
whom withheld, to whom distributed?

Answers to these questions lie in the potent and ego-
reinforcing presence of an Africanist population. This popula-
tion is convenient in every way, not the least of which is
self-definition. This new white male can now persuade him-
self that savagery is “out there.” The lashes ordered (soo
applied five times is 2500) are not one’s own savagery;
repeated and dangerous breaks for freedom are “puzzling”
confirmations of black irrationality; the combination of Dean
Swif’s beatitudes and a life of regularized violence is
civilized; and if the sensibilities are dulled enough, the raw-
ness remains external.

These contradictions slash their way through the pages of
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American literature. How could it be otherwise? As
Dominick LaCapra reminds us, “Classic novels are not only
worked over...by common contextual forces (such as
ideologies) but also rework and at least partially work

through those forces in critical and at times potentially trans-
formative fashion.”*

shadow hovers in implication, in sign, in line of demarcation.
It is no accident and no mistake that immigrant populations
(and much immigrant literature) understood their “Ameri-
canness” as an opposition to the resident black population.
Race, in fact, now functions as a metaphor so necessary to
the construction of Americanness that it rivals the old

-~ . . . . . .

%E As fo‘: the culture, th_C unagu.latlvc and historical terrain pseudo-scientific and class-informed racisms whose dynamics
o upon which carly American writers journeyed is in large we are more used to deciphering.

¢ measure shaped by the presence of the racial other. State- As a metaphor for transacting the whole process of

ments to the contrary, insisting on the meaninglessness of
race to the American identity, are themselves full of meaning.
The world does not become raceless or will not become
unracialized by assertion. The act of enforcing racelessness in
literary discourse is itself a racial act. Pouring rhetorical acid
on the fingers of a black hand may indeed destroy the prints,
but not the hand. Besides, what happens in that violent, self-
serving act of erasure to the hands, the fingers, the finger-
prints of the one who does the pouring? Do they remain
acid-free? The literature itself suggests otherwise.

Explicit or implicit, the Africanist presence informs in
compelling and inescapable ways the texture of American lit-
erature. It is a dark and abiding presence, there for the literary
imagination as both a visible and an invisible mediating force.
Even, and especially, when American texts are not “about”
Africanist presences or characters or narrative or idiom, the

. *Dominick LaCapra, History, Politics and the Novel (Ithaca: Comell Univer-
sity Press, 1987), p. 4.

Americanization, while burying its particular racial ingre-
dients, this Africanist presence may be something the United
States cannot do without. Deep within the word “American”
is its association with race. To identify someone as a South
African is to say very little; we need the adjective “white” or
“black” or “colored” to make our meaning clear. In this
country it is quite the reverse. American means white, and
Africanist people struggle to make the term applicable to
themselves with ethnicity and hyphen after hyphen after
hyphen. Americans did not have a profligate, predatory
nobility from which to wrest an identity of national virtue
while continuing to covet aristocratic license and luxury. The
American nation negotiated both its disdain and its envy in
the same way Dunbar did: through a self-reflexive contempla-
tion of fabricated, mythological Africanism. For the settlers
and for American writers generally, this Africanist other
became the means of thinking about body, mind, chaos, kind-
ness, and love; provided the occasion for exercises in the
absence of restraint, the presence of restraint, the contempla-
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tion of freedom and of aggression; permitted opportunities
for the exploration of ethics and morality, for meeting the
obligations of the social contract, for bearing the cross of reli-
gion and following out the ramifications of power.

Reading and charting the emergence of an Africanist per-
sona in the development of a national literature is both a
fascinating project and an urgent one, if the history and criti-
cism of our literature is to become accurate. Emerson’s plea
for intellectual independence was like the offer of an empty
plate that writers could fill with nourishment from an indig-
enous menu. The language no doubt had to be English, but
the content of that language, its subject, was to be deliberately,
insistently un-English and anti-European, insofar as it rhetor-
ically repudiated an adoration of the Old World and defined
the past as corrupt and indefensible. In the scholarship on the

v
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It is conceivable that the first would have self-destructed
in a variety of ways had it not been for the last. These slaves,
unlike many others in the world’s history, were visible to a
fault. And they had inherited, among other things, a long
history on the meaning of color. It was not simply that this
slave population had a distinctive color; it was that this color
“meant” something. That meaning had been named and
deployed by scholars from at least the moment, in the
eighteenth century, when other and sometimes the same
scholars started to investigate both the natural history and
the inalienable rights of man—that is to say, human freedom.

One supposes that if Africans all had three eyes or one
ear, the significance of that difference from the smaller but
conquering European invaders would also have been found
to have meaning. In any case, the subjective nature of

ci di 4
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1 & formation of an American character and the production of a ascribing value and meaning to color cannot be questioned
el national literature, a number of items have been catalogued. this late in the twentieth century. The point for this discus-
Et'”: A major item to be added to the list must be an Africanist sion is the alliance between visually rendered ideas and lin-
:’_Wi presence—decidedly not American, decidedly other. guistic utterances. And this leads into the social and political
| v The need to establish difference stemmed not only from nature of received knowledge as it is revealed in American

the Old World but from a difference in the New. What was literature.

distinctive in the New was, first of all, its claim to freedom Knowledge, however mundane and utilitarian, plays
and, second, the presence of the unfree within the heart of about in linguistic images and forms cultural practice.
the democratic experiment—the critical absence of democ- Responding to culture—clarifying, explicating, valorizing,
racy, its echo, shadow, and silent force in the political and translating, transforming, ~ criticizing—is  what  artists
intellectual activity of some not-Americans. The distin-
guishing features of the not-Americans were their slave status,
their social status—and their color.

everywhere do, especially writers involved in the founding of
a new nation. Whatever their personal and formally political
responses to the inherent contradiction of a free republic
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deeply committed to slavery, nineteenth-century writers were
mindful of the presence of black people. More important,
they addressed, in more or less passionate ways, their views
on that difficult presence.

The alertness to a slave population did not confine itself
to the personal encounters that writers may have had. Slave
narratives were a nineteenth-century publication boom. The
press, the political campaigns, and the policy of various par-
ties and elected officials were rife with the discourse of slavery
and freedom. It would have been an isolato indeed who was
unaware of the most explosive issue in the nation. How could
one speak of profit, economy, labor, progress, suffragism,
Christianity, the frontier, the formation of new states, the
acquisition of new lands, education, transportation (freight
and passengers), neighborhoods, the military—of almost any-
thing a country concerns itself with-—without having as a
referent, at the heart of the discourse, at the heart of defini-
tion, the presence of Africans and their descendants?

It was not possible. And it did not happen. What did
happen frequently was an effort to talk about these matters
with a vocabulary designed to disguise the subject. It did not
always succeed, and in the work of many writers disguise was
never intended. But the consequence was a master narrative
that spoke for Africans and their descendants, or of them. The
legislator’s narrative could not coexist with a response from
the Africanist persona. Whatever popularity the slave narra-
tives had—and they influenced abolitionists and converted
antiabolitionists—the slave’s own narrative, while freeing the
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narrator in many ways, did not destroy the master narrative.
The master narrative could make any number of adjustments
to keep itself intact.

Silence from and about the subject was the order of the
day. Some of the silences were broken, and some were main-
tained by authors who lived with and within the policing
narrative. What I am interested in are the strategies for main-
taining the silence and the strategies for breaking it. How did
the founding writers of young America engage, imagine,
employ, and create an Africanist presence and persona? In
what ways do these strategies explicate a vital part of Amer-
ican literature? How does excavating these pathways lead to
fresh and more profound analyses of what they contain and
how they contain it?

Let me propose some topics that need critical investigation.
First, the Africanist character as surrogate and enabler. In
what ways does the imaginative encounter with Africanism
enable white writers to think about themselves? What are the
dynamics of Africanism’s self-reflexive properties? Note, for
instance, the way Africanism is used to conduct a dialogue
concerning American space in The Narrative of Arthur Gordon
Pym. Through the use of Africanism, Poe meditates on place
as a means of containing the fear of borderlessness and tres-
pass, but also as a means of releasing and exploring the desire
for a limitless empty frontier. Consider the ways that
Africanism in other American writers (Mark Twain, Melville,
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Hawthorne) serves as a vehicle for regulating love and the
imagination as defenses against the psychic costs of guilt and
despair, Africanism is the vehicle by which the American self
knows itself as not enslaved, but free; not repulsive, but desir-
able; not helpless, but licensed and powerful; not history-less,
but historical; not damned, but innocent; not a blind accident
of evolution, but a progressive fulfillment of destiny.

A second topic in need of critical attention is the way an
Africanist idiom is used to establish difference or, in a later
period, to signal modernity. We need to explicate the ways in
which specific themes, fears, forms of consciousness, and class
relationships are embedded in the use of Africanist idiom:
how the dialogue of black characters is construed as an alien,
estranging dialect made deliberately unintelligible by spellings
contrived to disfamiliarize it; how Africanist language prac-
tices arc employed to evoke the tension between speech and
speechlessness; how it is used to establish a cognitive world
split between speech and text, to reinforce class distinctions
and otherness as well as to assert privilege and power; how it
serves as a marker and vehicle for illegal sexuality, fear of
madness, expulsion, self-loathing. Finally, we should look at
how a black idiom and the sensibilities it has come to imply
are appropriated for the associative value they lend to mod-
ernism—to being hip, sophisticated, ultra-urbane.

Third, we need studies of the technical ways in which an
Africanist character is used to limn out and enforce the inven-
tion and implications of whiteness. We need studies that ana-
lyze the strategic use of black characters to define the goals

and enhance the qualities of white characters. Such studies
will reveal the process of establishing others in order to know
them, to display knowledge of the other so as to ease and to
order external and internal chaos. Such studies will reveal the
process by which it is made possible to explore and penetrate
one’s own body in the guise of the sexuality, vulnerability,
and anarchy of the other—and to control projections of
anarchy with the disciplinary apparatus of punishment and
largess.

Fourth, we need to analyze the manipulation of the
Africanist narrative (that is, the story of a black person, the
experience of being bound and/or rejected) as a means of
meditation—both safe and risky—on one’s own humanity.
Such analyses will reveal how the representation and appro-
priation of that narrative provides opportunities to con-
template limitation, suffering, rebellion, and to speculate on
fate and destiny. They will analyze how that narrative is used
for discourse on ethics, social and universal codes of
behavior, and assertions about and definitions of civilization
and reason. Criticism of this type will show how that narra-
tive is used in the construction of a history and a context for
whites by positing history-lessness and context-lessness for
blacks.

These topics surface endlessly when one begins to look
carefully, without restraining, protective agenda beforehand.
They seem to me to render the nation’s literature a much
more complex and rewarding body of knowledge.

Two examples may clarify: one a major American novel
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that is both a source and a critique of romance as a genre; the
other the fulfillment of the promise I made earlier to return
to those mute white images of Poe’s.

If we supplement our reading of Huckleberry Finn, expand
it—release it from its clutch of sentimental nostrums about
lighting out to the territory, river gods, and the fundamental
innocence of Americanness—to incorporate its contestatory,
combative critique of antebellum America, it seems to be
another, fuller novel. It becomes a more beautifully compli-
cated work that sheds much light on some of the problems it
has accumulated through traditional readings too shy to
linger over the implications of the Africanist presence at its
center. We understand that, at a certain level, the critique of
class and race is there, although disguised or enhanced by
humor and naiveté. Because of the combination of humor,
adventure, and the viewpoint of the naif, Mark Twain’s
readers are free to dismiss the critique, the contestatory qual-
ities, of the novel and focus on its celebration of savvy inno-
cence, at the same time voicing polite embarrassment over
the symptomatic racial attitude it enforces. Early criticism
(that is, the reappraisals in the 1950s that led to the reification
of Huckleberry Finn as a great novel) missed or dismissed the
social quarrel in that work because it appears to assimilate the
ideological assumptions of its society and culture; because it
is narrated in the voice and controlled by the gaze of a child-
without-status—someone outside, marginal, and already
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“othered” by the middle-class society he loathes and seems
never to envy, and because the novel masks itself in the
comic, parodic, and exaggerated tall-tale format.

On this young but street-smart innocent, Huck, who is
virginally uncorrupted by bourgeois yearnings, fury, and
helplessness, Mark Twain inscribes a critique of slavery and
the pretensions of the would-be middle class, a resistance to
the loss of Eden and the difficulty of becoming a social indi-
vidual. The agency, however, for Huck’s struggle is the
nigger Jim, and it is absolutely necessary (for reasons I tried
to illuminate earlier) that the term nigger be inextricable from
Huck’s deliberations about who and what he himself is—or,
more precisely, is not. The major controversies about the
greatness or near greatness of Huckleberry Finn as an Amer-
ican (or even “world”) novel exist as controversies because
they forgo a close examination of the interdependence of
slavery and freedom, of Huck’s growth and Jim’s service-
ability within it, and even of Mark Twain’s inability to con-
tinue, to explore the journey into free territory.

The critical controversy has focused on the collapse of the
so-called fatal ending of the novel. It has been suggested that
the ending is brilliant finesse that returns Tom Sawyer to the
center stage where he should be. Or it is a brilliant play on
the dangers and limitations of romance. Or it is a sad and
confused ending to the book of an author who, after a long
blocked period, lost narrative direction; who changed the
serious adult focus back to a child’s story out of disgust. Or
the ending is a valuable learning experience for Jim and Huck
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for which we and they should be grateful. What is not
stressed is that there is no way, given the confines of the
novel, for Huck to mature into a moral human being in
America without Jim. To let Jim go free, to let him enter the
mouth of the Ohio River and pass into free territory, would
be to abandon the whole premise of the book. Neither Huck
nor Mark Twain can tolerate, in imaginative terms, Jim freed.
That would blast the predilection from its mooring.

Thus the fatal ending becomes the elaborate deferment of
a necessary and necessarily unfree Africanist character’s
escape, because freedom has no meaning to Huck or to the
text without the specter of enslavement, the anodyne to indi-
vidualism; the yardstick of absolute power over the life of
another; the signed, marked, informing, and mutating pres-
ence of a black slave.

The novel addresses at every point in its structural edifice,
and lingers over in every fissure, the slave’s body and person-
ality: the way it speaks, what passion legal or illicit it is prey
to, what pain it can endure, what limits, if any, there are to
its suffering, what possibilities there are for forgiveness, com-
passion, love. Two things strike us in this novel: the appar-
ently limitless store of love and compassion the black man
has for his white friend and white masters; and his assump-
tion that the whites are indeed what they say they are,
superior and adult. This representation of Jim as the visible
other can be read as the yearning of whites for forgiveness
and love, but the yearning is made possible only when it is
understood that Jim has recognized his inferiority (not as
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slave, but as black) and despises it. Jim permits his perse-
cutors to torment him, humiliate him, and responds to the
torment and humiliation with boundless love. The humilia-
tion that Huck and Tom subject Jim to is baroque, endless,
foolish, mind-softening-—and it comes after we have experi-
enced Jim as an adult, a caring father and a sensitive man. If
Jim had been a white ex-convict befriended by Huck, the
ending could not have been imagined or written: because it
would not have been possible for two children to play so
painfully with the life of a white man (regardless of his class,
education, or fugitiveness) once he had been revealed to us as
a moral adult. Jim’s slave status makes play and deferment
possible—but it also dramatizes, in style and mode of narra-
tion, the connection between slavery and the achievement (in
actual and imaginary terms) of freedom. Jim seems unasser-
tive, loving, irrational, passionate, dependent, inarticulate (ex-
cept for the “talks” he and Huck have, long sweet talks we
are not privy to—but what did you talk about, Huck?). It is

-not what Jim seems that warrants inquiry, but what Mark

Twain, Huck, and especially Tom need from him that should
solicit our attention. In that sense the book may indeed be
“great” because in its structure, in the hell it puts its readers
through at the end, the frontal debate it forces, it simulates
and describes the parasitical nature of white freedom.

Forty years earlier, in the works of Poe, one sees how the
concept of the American self was similarly bound to Afri-
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canism, and was similarly covert about its dependency. We
can look to “The Gold-Bug” and “How to Write a
Blackwood Article” (as well as Pym) for samples of the des-
perate need of this writer with pretensions to the planter class
for the literary techniques of “othering” so common to Amer-
ican literature: estranging language, metaphoric condensa-
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white, floating marble structure, windowless, doorless,
incoherent. In Henderson the Rain King Saul Bellow ends the
hero’s journey to and from his fantastic Africa on the ice, the
white frozen wastes. With an Africanist child in his arms, the
soul of the Black King in his baggage, Henderson dances, he
shouts, over the frozen whiteness, a new white man in a new
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tion, fetishizing strategies, the economy of stereotype, found land: “leaping, pounding, and tingling over the pure
allegorical foreclosure; strategies employed to secure his white lining of the gray Arctic silence.”
characters’ (and his readers’) identity. But there are unman- If we follow through on the self-reflexive nature of these
ageable slips. The black slave Jupiter is said to whip his master encounters with Africanism, it falls clear: images of blackness
{ in “The Gold-Bug”; the black servant Pompey stands mute can be evil and protective, rebellious and forgiving, fearful
- and judgmental at the antics of his mistress in “A Blackwood and desirable—all of the self-contradictory features of the self.
R Article.” And Pym engages in cannibalism before he meets the Whiteness, alone, is mute, meaningless, unfathomable, point-
- K ., black savages; when he escapes from them and witnesses the less, frozen, veiled, curtained, dreaded, senseless, implacable.
("‘: death of a black man, he drifts toward the silence of an Or so our writers seem to say.
‘ g impenetrable, inarticulate whiteness.
i T We are reminded of other images at the end of literary
s ', journeys into the forbidden space of blackness. Does Faulk-
it ner’s Absalom! Absalom!, after its protracted search for the
i —— telling African blood, leave us with just such an image of

snow and the eradication of race? Not quite. Shreve sees him-
self as the inheritor of the blood of African kings; the snow
apparently is the wasteland of unmeaning, unfathomable
whiteness. Harry’s destiny and death dream in Hemingway’s
Africa is focused on the mountain top “great, high, and unbe-
lievably white in the sun” in “The Snows of Kilimanjaro.” To
Haye and Have Not closes with an image of a white boat.
William Styron begins and ends Nat Turner’s journey with a




