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THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK

ABSTRACT

Creating New Suns: Early Examples of Afrofuturist Literature
by
Makeba Lavan
Advisor: Robert Reid-Pharr

Over the last twenty years, specifically with the summer 2002 issue of Social Text edited by
Dr. Alondra Nelson, Afrofuturism has become a serious focus for academic inquiry. For people
familiar with the term, Afrofuturism is presented as a movement borne of our contemporary moment.
However, this dissertation explores the ways in which Afrofuturism is actually a cornerstone for both
African American literature and the struggle for civil/human rights. I do this by exploring the
following questions: How does the enslavement of African/ African Americans and its aftermath play
out in early African American literature? How do African Americans writers situate and present their
contemporary circumstances to audiences?
And finally, how do African American writers use literature as a tool to imagine and help create
better futures?
This dissertation, then, constructs a cultural narrative from laws, print media, novels, and
archival research. The interdisciplinary nature of this inquiry presents a picture of the societal ills
being highlighted, critiqued, and reimagined in early Afrofuturist texts and speculative returns in neoslave narratives. To that end, I begin the dissertation with Henry Louis Gates, Jr.’s The Trials of
iv

Phillis Wheatley. The discussion of this text lays the foundation for the speculation regarding black
creativity. The speculation of Phillis Wheatley’s talent is directly related to the early/pre-American
conversations about black personhood. The final chapter examines the ways in which authors writing
at the height of the Jim Crow era utilized Afrofuturist principles in hopes of establishing better
futures for the African diaspora.
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Introduction

“A people’s art is the genesis of their freedom.”
- Claudia Jones, 1959
“We want to do more than survive.”
-Bettina L. Love

At the 2016 BET Soul Train Music Awards, host Erykah Badu proclaimed, “I just got back from the
future and...we won! Let’s celebrate black people making it to the future. We won. Everything in the
future is Black.” Badu’s statement startled me because it captures the crux of my dissertation
argument: Black people continuously imagine, strive for, and ultimately create better futures for
ourselves and the world. It appears to be difficult for the dominant culture to imagine the Black
body/Blackness in the future. This failure of imagination to invoke the future (because the past
overtakes the present) is precisely why Afrofuturism lies at the heart of my project. I focus on
Afrofuturism because many African diasporic writers use it to imagine new futures for the diaspora.
As Walter Mosley writes in his essay “Black to the Future”, “we make up, then we make
real.”1 Badu’s statement displayed her defiance in the face of a Trump presidency. One can argue
that her statement gestured past the fear and uncertainty surrounding our current political moment.
Creating New Suns: Early Examples of Afrofuturist Literature explores several ways in which writers
and artists of the diaspora use Afrofuturism for the purposes of imagining and thus creating a better
world. All of the authors were servants of their community; ministers, preachers, doctors, lawyers,

Walter Mosley, “Black to the Future,” Live from Planet Earth, accessed April 8, 2020,
https://www.livefromplanetearth.org/2007/12/walter-mosley-black-to-future.html
1

1

teachers and literary editors who used literature and the written word as an extension of the activism
were already working in service of human rights and full enfranchisement for the African American
community.
This dissertation interrogates the functions of Afrofuturism for the African diaspora while resituating it as a keystone of African American literature. I do this mainly to illuminate the ways in
which Afrofuturism is not just a contemporary movement but rather, a continual, central thread
within the genre. As Eric Sundquist writes, “the necessity of living with the paradox that ‘American’
literature is both a single tradition of many parts and a series of winding, sometimes parallel
traditions that have perforce been built in good part from their inherent conflicts.”2
The title of this dissertation evolved from an Octavia Butler quote: “There’s nothing new under the
sun, but there are new suns.” This quote emerged as an exciting teaser from Butler’s unpublished
manuscript for The Parable of the Trickster, the third in her Parable series. While Butler meant literal
suns, for the purposes of my project, I am taking a more metaphorical approach. I chose this title
because of a paradigm shift it demands. Imagining that there is nothing new under the sun can cause
resignation and hopelessness rather than the need to dream, create and overcome. Under this sun,
African Diasporic writers and artists have long faced speculation regarding the legitimacy of our
talents and abilities. On some level our art continues to respond to and preempt the dominant
culture’s constraints on the community. And yet, that has not stopped us from creating better futures
in art and beyond. One of the functions/consequences of western imperialism is recreating itself
through hopelessness/a lack of imagination in art. This is why we get the same Disney reboots every
year, why we can imagine a medieval world with elves and talking dragons but not Black people. It is

2

Eric Sundquist, To Wake the Nations: Race In the Making of American Literature (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of
Harvard University Press, 1993) 18.

2

why Lena Waithe insisted that her protagonists in the movie Queen and Slim HAD to die, out of
fairness for mothers of the movement.3 This thinking is dangerous because it recreates our current
racial capitalist structure even in a fictional setting, which shows a stunning lack of imagination.
In 1993, cultural critic Mark Dery defined Afrofuturism as “a process of ‘signification that
appropriates images of technology and a prosthetically-enhanced future’ to address the concerns that
people of colour face in contemporary culture.”4 He then asked why more Black people are not
writing science fiction? This was such a white thing to ask. So, I want to focus on Octavia Butler’s
question from her essay “The Lost Races of Science Fiction” published in 1980: Why is science
fiction so white?5 A subtle but powerful difference. Butler goes on to say that she chooses science
fiction because, “there are no closed doors, no walls...I get to write myself in.”
Since Mark Dery coined the term Afrofuturism in his seminal text Flame Wars: The
Discourse of Cyberculture, the genre has exploded in popularity with writers and critics. In fact, the
Summer 2002 issue of the academic journal Social Text, edited by Alondra Nelson, placed the genre
on the academic map.6 Gregory H. Hampton, Rebecca J. Holden, Nisi Shawl, Sheree R. Thomas,
Richard Iton and Ytasha Womack are just some of the theorists who have expanded the critical works
regarding speculative fiction. Black people have been publishing science/speculative fiction for as
long as we have published. As Alondra Nelson said in a 2011 interview on Afrofuturism.net, “The
word really captured everything we’d always known about black culture, but it gave us something to

“The Read Podcast,” December 2, 2019, Loud Speakers Network, YouTube, 37:56,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PX71ALZ-V4o.
4
Mark Dery, Flame Wars: The Discourse of Cyberculture. (Durham: Duke University Press, 1994) 136.
5
Octavia Butler “Appendix: ‘Lost Races of Science Fiction’ (1980),” In Octavia E. Butler (Urbana; Chicago; Springfield:
University of Illinois Press, 2016), 181–86.
6
Alondra Nelson, Brent Hayes and Tavia Nyong’o, “Social Text,” Social Text 27, no. 3 (October 1, 2009): 239–241.
http://socialtext.dukejournals.org/cgi/content/abstract/27/3_100/231.
3
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call it.”7 Ytasha Womack, who literally wrote a book titled, Afrofuturism says, “Afrofuturism
‘inverts reality,’ offering a myriad of wormholes into alternate histories through which futures
unbounded by trauma can be realized.”8 Lisa Yaszek defines Afrofuturism as “not only a subgenre of
science fiction. It is a larger aesthetic mode that encompasses a diverse range of artists working in
different genres and media who are united by their shared interest in projecting black futures derived
from Afrodiasporic experiences.”9
The aforementioned Dark Matter: A Century of Speculative Fiction from the African
Diaspora, along with the Summer 2002 volume of Social Text edited by Alondra Nelson and, most
recently, Andre Carrington’s Speculative Blackness: The Future of Race in Science Fiction are three
of the most significant books and collections regarding black diasporic literature and speculative
fiction. The authors/editors examine the relationship between Afrofuturism, blackness, and the
creation of what Ishmael Reed calls ‘future texts.’ In one of Dark Matter’s critical essays, "Why
Blacks Should Read (and Write) Science Fiction", Charles R. Saunders writes that “the human
imagination manifests itself in stories. These stories become legends, myths, the defining elements of
a culture.”10 Afrofuturism allows African diasporic writers to imagine new and alternate cultural
elements in hopes that these will take root in the collective consciousness and shift the cultural
paradigm towards true citizenship and equity. The genre also provides “unique analytical frameworks

Alondra Nelson, “Afrofuturism,” interview by Soho Rep, YouTube, 2011, https://www.goodreads.com/videos/14687alondra-nelson-on-afrofuturism
8
Ytasha Womack, Afrofuturism: The World of Black Sci-Fi and Fantasy Culture. (Chicago: Chicago Review Press
2013).
9
Lisa Yaszek, “Afrofuturism, Science Fiction, and the History of the Future.” Socialism and Democracy: Socialism and
Social Critique in Science Fiction 20, no. 3 (November 1, 2006): 41–60.
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/08854300600950236.
10
Charles Saunders, “Why Blacks Should Read (and Write) Science Fiction,” in Dark Matter: A Century of Speculative
Fiction from the African Diaspora. Sheeree Thomas (New York: Warner Books, 2000), 404.
7
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for interpreting black cultural production.”11 The speculative impulse drives black cultural
production.
Afrofuturism IS speculative. It is speculative fiction that centers Black diasporic cultures and
its productions. According to Dr. Candice Jenkins, “it is also a reminder that the black literary
tradition has a rich history of speculative writing, a great deal of which merits attention as literature
rather than simply genre fiction. Indeed, some might insist that the nature of blacks' involuntary
transport to the shores of America and the Caribbean, as well as our subsequent experiences on these
shores, itself borders on the fantastic, presses the limits of the "real," and thereby demands the wider
scope and expanded artistry of speculative narrative.”12
Early African American writers knew they HAD to imagine a way forward and through racial
capitalism. As I write this, the President of the United States is provoking war with Iran and insisting
that his tweets count as official updates. This president is the most poignant example of what Carol
Anderson calls, “White Rage.”13 This time, the rage comes as a push back from the elections of the
first Black president (landslides in both instances). And as we continue to battle a global pandemic,
we also witness the repercussions of said rage. Despite this, people are coming together to dream and
push for a more equitable future. One where housing, basic income, and universal healthcare are the
foundations upon which we build a better society.
Humans make things. We create tools to shape our reality. Literature is one such tool.
In one of Dark Matter’s critical essays, "Why Blacks Should Read (and Write) Science Fiction",
Charles R. Saunders writes that “the human imagination manifests itself in stories. These stories

Nelson, Hayes and Nyong’o, “Social Text,” 9.
Candice Jenkins, African American Review 34, no. 4 (2000): 726-28.
13
Carol Anderson, White Rage : the Unspoken Truth of Our Racial Divide (New York, NY: Bloomsbury USA, an imprint
of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2016).
11
12
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become legends, myths, the defining elements of a culture.”14 Toni Morrison states that “canon
building is empire building.”15 Until very recently, the American literary canon has been uniformly
white. Andre Carrington’s new book Speculative Blackness: The Future of Race in Science Fiction is
especially informative in that my project will directly respond to Carrington’s idea of “the
speculative fiction of Blackness.”16 Carrington writes about speculative fiction as a lens through
which Blackness can be viewed and examined; even as the genre remains overwhelmingly
whitewashed. While I agree with Samuel Delany, Andre Carrington, and DeWitt Douglas Kilgore
that the genre of Science fiction is overwhelmingly white, the same is not true for speculative fiction
as a whole. Blackness and Black people are not alienated from speculative fiction; on the contrary,
African American literature and the notions of Black futurity and existence are steeped in it.
African American cultural critic Dr. Robert Reid-Pharr pondered the difficulty of writing
about African American culture,
The problem becomes particularly difficult for those of us involved in the study of
Black American history and culture because we risk either conceding to outmoded and
regressive ways of thinking about human identity and diversity or devaluing as
‘unreal’ or ‘immaterial’ a history and culture that many of us take to be precious.17
When I decided to write about Afrofuturism, I was wracked with these same worries. The things I
have written about in this dissertation are as personal as they are scholarly. I first read Octavia
Butler’s novel Dawn when I was ten years old. It did not seem so strange, this science fiction novel

Saunders, “Why Blacks Should Read (and Write) Science Fiction,”404.
Toni Morrison, “Unspeakable Things Unspoken: The Afro-American Presence in American Literature” Michigan
Quarterly Review 28, no. 1 (January 1989):133.
16
André Carrington, Speculative Blackness : the Future of Race in Science Fiction (Minneapolis, Minnesota: University
of Minnesota Press, 2016), 44.
14
15

17

Robert Reid-Pharr, Once You Go Black: Choice, Desire, and the Black American Intellectual (New York: New York
University Press, 2007), 10.
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with a Black, female protagonist. It would be years before I realized that the normality of reading
Butler’s groundbreaking novel in the mid-nineties was even more peculiar. My parents taught me to
read with books written by Black people from across the diaspora. Mufaro’s Beautiful Daughters,
Anansi’s Tales, Follow the Drinking Gourd, Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry and The People Could
Fly were just some of the stories sitting on the shelves alongside Danielle Steele and V.C. Andrews.
It was not until my late teens, when I took my first adult job as a Youth Advocate at a non-profit
organization, that I realized just how fortunate I was to have had such a pro-Black upbringing.
Growing up in the Bronx, I learned about African civilizations, past and present. One of my earliest
memories is learning and performing an “African” dance choreographed by my Black teacher, Ms.
Hunt-Rhyner, during assembly. Most of my teachers, be they Black, white, Asian or Latinx,
encouraged me to do my best. So much so that I only recognize the racism I experienced as a smart
Black girl in retrospect. As far as my imagination is concerned, I had a pretty Afrofuturist
upbringing. At home, and to an extent, at school, the Black experience was centered. It imbued me
with a proud Blackness and gave me the audacity of imagination. What a gift.
The visionary musician Sun Ra’s statement from the film Space is the Place (1974) perhaps
best captures the essence of this ongoing ideological process. In the film he appears to a group of
black youth decked out in his space-age regalia, spouting his new age, cosmic philosophies.
Skeptical, the youths question where he comes from and how they could possibly know he is real, to
which he cryptically responds: “I do not come to you as a reality, I come to you as the myth because
that’s what black people are, myths.”18 As Sun Ra wrote, “If you are not a myth whose reality are
you? If you are not a reality whose myth are you?”19 Afrofuturism is about ownership of Black myths

18
19

Space Is the Place, directed by John Coney (New York, N.Y: Plexifilm, 2003).
Sun Ra and Charles Plymell, Prophetika. 1 (New York, New York: Kicks Books, 2014).
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and the bridges being built toward better, more hopeful Black realities. Simply put, Afrofuturism
resists genocide and dispossession. It takes back futurity for people who are usually denied.
My goal with this project is to show that the (sub)genre we call Afrofuturism is not new, and
in fact, the need to situate blackness and imagine better futures is the root of the African American
literary tradition. Black writers in the nineteenth and early twentieth century wrote mostly to claim
African humanity and culture within the dominant society, and to create paths to full enfranchisement
and citizenship in a post emancipation world. Dr. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. writes, “to become subjects,
as it were, black ex- slaves had to demonstrate their language using capacity before they could
become social and historical entities. In short, slaves could inscribe their selves only in language.”20
Likewise, authors writing at the height of the Jim Crow era utilized Afrofuturist principles in hopes
of establishing better futures for the African diaspora.
African American cultural production is Afrofuturism/Afrofuturistic. We are saying: we were
there, we are here now, and we will flourish well into any given future. In many ways, I am taking up
the work started by Cedric Robinson, Robin D.G. Kelley, Saidiya Hartmann, Christina Sharpe,
LaRose Parris and Michelle M. Wright. For this project, these are my critical forbearers. In her new
book, Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments, cultural historian Saidiya Hartman writes, "Literature
was better able to grapple with the role of chance in human action and to illuminate the possibility
and the promise of the errant path."21 These wayward paths are akin to "an aesthetic that uses the
imaginative strategies of science fiction to envision alternate realities for Africa and people of
African descent."22

Henry Gates, Jr. Figures in Black: Words, Signs, and the “Racial” Self (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986),
105.
21
Saidiya Hartman, Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments : Intimate Histories of Social Upheaval First edition (New
York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2019).
22
Brendan Bryne, “Cyborg Humanism: Wangechi Mutu at Brooklyn Museum,” Rhizome, November 15, 2013,
https://rhizome.org/editorial/2013/nov/15/cyborg-humanism-wangechi-mutu-brooklyn-museum/.
20

8

This kind of intervention can provide a roadmap for my own work as it serves as an important
intervention/genealogy. In the foreword to Dr. Cedric Robinsons trailblazing historiography Black
Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition, Dr. Robin D.G. Kelley explains that Robinson
“shifts the center of radical thought and revolution from Europe to the so-called “periphery”— to the
colonial territories, marginalized colored people of the metropolitan centers of capital, and those
Frantz Fanon identified as the ‘wretched of the earth.’”23 Since reading this book, I have learned that
such a binary is deeply reductive. Robinson shines a light on the counter-history that others refused to
shed a light on, in print, at least. Either way, Robinson’s main point is that capitalism and racism are
symbiotic systems that work together to ensure the oppression of non-white people. Still, Robinson
painstakingly re-introduces African/Negro/African American people and culture to a history that
vigorously attempts to forget us or relegate us to subservient roles. In the end, this book emphasizes
the inevitable and necessary rise of the Black Radical Tradition. As Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o writes,
Culture embodies those moral, ethical and aesthetic values, the set of spiritual
eyeglasses through which [people] come to view themselves and their place in the
universe. Values are the basis of a people’s identity, their sense of particularity as
members of the human race. All this is carried by language. Language as culture is the
collective memory bank of a people’s experience in history. Culture is almost
indistinguishable from the language that makes possible its genesis, growth, banking,
articulation and indeed its transmission from one generation to the next.24

Robin Kelley, “Foreword,” in Black Marxism the Making of the Black Radical Tradition. Cedric Robinson (Chapel
Hill, N.C: University of North Carolina Press, 2000), xii.
23

Ngũgĩ wa Thiongʼo, “The Language of African Literature,” Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in
African Literature (London: James Currey, 1981), 266-267.
24
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Afrofuturism as a (sub) genre is a misnomer. Afrofuturism is just as much about recovery and rememory as it is about black futurity. It is “A recovery of “the history of Afrofuturism as it has
unfolded over the past two centuries”25 In this way, it makes sense that most of the novelists I discuss
in this dissertation were also orators and scholars because they wrote about the problems African
Americans face in America and then they imagined solutions, or at the very least, alternative paths.
Professor Michelle M. Wright describes the interplay between the Black experience and time
in Physics of Blackness: Beyond The Middle Passage Epistemology, “Our constructs of Blackness
are largely historical and more specifically based on a notion of spacetime that is commonly fitted
into a linear progress narrative, while our phenomenological manifestations of Blackness happen in
what I term Epiphenomenal time, or the “now,” through which the past, present, and future are
always interpreted”26 Similarly, the artist Kara Walker has stated that a major theme in her art is that,
“a black subject in the present tense is a container for specific pathologies from the past.”27 The
confrontation of a black body is also a triumph of survival that is most distasteful and threatening to
the psyche of whiteness and white supremacy. These confrontations resist the futures that others
create for us and focus on the futures that we can see for ourselves.
Since the dominant culture/white supremacy can barely envision us in the future, and they
always see the palimpsest of us as the pathological “creatures” that they created, they certainly
cannot envision power filled, positive, love-laden futures for black folk. The works that I include
here will do just that. This palimpsest of blackness causes it to always be read in terms of the past. A

Yaszek, “Afrofuturism, science fiction, and the history of the future, Socialism and Democracy,” 41-60.
Michelle Wright, Physics of Blackness : Beyond the Middle Passage Epistemology (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2015), 97-100.
27
“Emancipating the Past: Kara Walker’s Tales of Slavery and Power,” Fine Arts Center, University Museum of
Contemporary Art, accessed on April 13,2020,
https://fac.umass.edu/UMCA/Online/default.asp?BOparam::WScontent::loadArticle::permalink=KaraWalker&BOparam:
:WScontent::loadArticle::context_id=
25
26
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black person in 2018 is overlaid with the mental image of a black body in all preceding time periods,
most specifically, the antebellum period. Dr. Wright also writes, “No moment one experiences
depends directly on a previous moment in order to come into being. We do not come from the past
but exist only in the now, and we are repeatedly mediating that now with recollections, readings of,
discussions on, and experiments about the past.”28 This may have been true during the antebellum era
when the dominant culture sought to divorce Africans from their history and culture and gave them
their new identity, “slave” but post-emancipation, black people were no longer seen in the now, as
that would have had to produce a new understanding of the black bodies who were no longer objects.
Instead, the focus switched from a constant now to a constant past. Thus, the current black body is
always seen and read through the lens of history, not existing in a now but seen through the longing
of a back then that may or may not have ever historically existed. This is the difference, the clash
caused by racism: the dominant culture is always constructing the overlay of blackness and our
double consciousness takes that in alongside the phenomenological now that Wright writes about.
In her introduction to her groundbreaking anthology, Dark Matter: A Century of Speculative
Fiction From The African Diaspora, Sheree M. Thomas argues: “Like dark matter, the contributions
of black writers to the genre have not been directly observed or fully explored.''29 And in an
interview, she gave the title a third meaning: ''When I think in general of the black experience here,
blacks are like dark matter. They've always been in this country, but yet there's been a conscientious
effort not to see our contribution.”30

Wright, Physics of Blackness : Beyond the Middle Passage, 343-346.
Sheree Thomas, Dark Matter: A Century of Speculative Fiction from the African Diaspora (New York: Warner Books,
2000).
30
Martin Arnold, “Making Books: Science Fiction, A Black Natural,” New York Times, June 15, 2000,
https://www.nytimes.com/2000/06/15/books/making-books-science-fiction-a-black-natural.html.
28
29
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In her review of Dark Matter, Candice M. Jenkins’ explains that, “these stories like a great
deal of non-speculative African diasporic fiction- question or rewrite African history, and the history
of Africans in the Americas. Indeed, like much of the best black literature, the stories in Dark Matter
also invite readers to re-envision the present, and future, for black people and for human beings in
general.”31
Chapter Outlines:
Chapter One: “A Nation Within a Nation”: Literary Speculations of Black Sovereignty and
Autonomy in the United States or, Afrofuturism as Speculative Past.” In her lecture,
“Unspeakable Things Unspoken: The Afro-American Presence in American Literature”, Toni
Morrison states that “canon building is empire building.”32 It is for this reason that I begin the
dissertation with Henry Louis Gates, Jr.’s The Trials of Phillis Wheatley. The discussion of this text
lays the foundation for the speculation regarding black creativity and the need for African American
literature. This speculation is directly related to the early/pre-American conversations about black
personhood. Therefore, The Trials of Phillis Wheatley becomes shorthand for the ways in which the
dominant culture created blockages to black creativity, autonomy, and citizenship. As Gates writes in
The Trials of Phillis Wheatley, “she is on trial and so is her race.”33 (6). The second part of the
chapter analyzes Sutton Grigg’s turn of the century novel Imperium in Imperio, published in 1899, as
a model for self-publishing and the radicalism of imagining mass African American divestment from
the United States of America. I end the chapter with an exploration of W.E.B. Du Bois’s short story,
“The Comet” (1920) in order to illuminate the ways that Du Bois uses the dystopic idea of an
impending apocalypse to reveal the ways in which racism and capitalism mentally enslaves everyone,
Jenkins, “African American Review 34,” 727-728.
Morrison, “Unspeakable Things Unspoken: The Afro-American Presence in American Literature,”133.
33
Gates, Henry Louis, The Trials of Phillis Wheatley (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2003), 6.
31
32
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regardless of progress narratives. Chapter Two: “Bloodlines: Pauline Hopkins’ Cultural
Recovery” focuses on Pauline Hopkins’ serialized novel Of One Blood: Or, The Hidden Self (19021903). Building upon recent academic inquiries, I highlight the ways that Hopkins incorporates
Afrofuturist conventions to recover a speculative bloodline for an African American family while
also problematizing such themes as passing and the economics of racial capitalism. Chapter Three:
“‘White People Are Looking For You’: Blackness as Speculative Absence” scrutinizes George S.
Schuyler’s Black No More: Being an Account of the Strange and Wonderful Workings of Science in
the Land of the Free, published in 1931, introduces an anti-utopian alternate social reality that
satirizes and complicates myths of white supremacy, passing and the efficacy of so-called race men.
What does Whiteness look like if Blackness is not present? If it is not something that can be read
upon the body? The fourth chapter: “All Space And All Time Are Mine”: Examining Social
Possibilities in the Neo Slave Narratives of Nalo Hopkinson and Toni Morrison,” synthesizes
the work of Alexis Pauline Gumbs, M. Jacqui Alexander, Saidiya Hartman and June Jordan to
discuss the ways that Nalo Hopkinson and Toni Morrison create speculative returns. Finally, with
“Creating New Suns: Sankofic Visions”, I conclude the dissertation with an analysis of the Sankofa.
Sankofa is a word in Twi, a Ghanaian language, that can be translated as ‘go back and get it’ or "It is
not wrong to go back for that which you have forgotten.” I circle back around to the themes of
citizenship and cultural history first presented in the introduction and chapter one. Mainly, how does
speculative fiction aid in the recovery of our lost history? How does this recovery help us dream up
and create better futures? How can we create, as Robin D.G. Kelley writes in Freedom Dreams, “a
world worth the struggle?
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Chapter One

“A Nation Within a Nation”: Literary Speculations of Black Sovereignty and Autonomy
in the United States or, Afrofuturism as Speculative Past”
“The Negro finds himself an unprotected foreigner in his own home”
Imperium in Imperio (80).

In The Trials of Phillis Wheatley: America's First Black Poet and Her Encounters with
the Founding Fathers, Henry Louis Gates, Jr. explains the ways in which Phillis Wheatley’s trial
to prove herself a poet began the slow journey towards recognition of African slaves’ humanity.
Using this text, I will attempt to illustrate the relation and shift in gaze between Wheatley’s
publications and subsequent trial and Sutton E. Griggs’ Imperium in Imperio. Further, the
narrative constructive shows how both texts and events lend themselves to Du Bois’s short story
“The Comet”, published one generation after Griggs’s novel.
Phillis Wheatley’s trial began a tradition of questioning the authenticity and voice of
African writers/persons. At the same time, Gates asserts that most writers sought to prove their
worthiness to be writers with vision and original ideas, concepts that Thomas Jefferson believed
to be outside the realm of possibility for African Americans. On the surface, the slim volume
appears to describe and analyze the trials (both legal and de facto) of Phillis Wheatley, but it
manages to be a critique of contemporary African American culture and an ode to Thomas
Jefferson as well. With Wheatley, Gates has “no doubt the young woman would have been
demure, soft-spoken, and frightened” as she entered the room where the trial was taking place as
she was facing men who were pillars of the community, and some, the country, whose vote
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would determine whether she remained a slave or gained her freedom and a possibly prestigious
publishing career. As Gates writes later on the same page, “she is on trial and so is her race” (6).
The trial of Phillis Wheatley certainly did not end with her. Indeed, Gates makes the argument
that the African American community would continue to be plagued with questions of
authenticity, voice, and intellectual/cultural worth. This is a trial that continued with the slave
narratives of Frederick Douglass, Harriet Jacobs and Olaudah Equiano.
Gates notes that it is widely held that Wheatley began, “a new species of literature, the
literature written by slaves” (7). But first, Gates attempts to situate Wheatley’s trial within “the
broader discourse of race and reason in the eighteenth century. Gates begins with a laundry list
of European philosophers, including Francis Bacon, Immanuel Kant and GWF Hegel. Hume
starts the selected slices of literary racism with this gem: “I am apt to suspect the Negroes, and in
general all the other species of men (for there are four or five different kind) to be naturally
inferior to whites. He begins (continues?) the long-standing tradition of whitewashing history
with this next dumbfounding statement: “There never was a civilized nation of any other
complexion than white, nor any individual eminent either in action or speculation. No ingenious
manufacturers amongst them, no arts, no sciences” (23).
Philosopher Immanuel Kant agrees with Hume by noting that “although many [slaves]
have been set free, still not a single one was ever found who presented anything great in art or
science or any other praiseworthy quality. He closes his remarks by stating that, “so fundamental
is the difference between these two races of man, and it appears to be as great in regard to mental
capacities as in color” (24-25). Kant argues that Africans could not have been the peers of
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whites because while they were toiling as slaves or struggling as free men and women
living in constant fear of being sold back into slavery, they had yet to produce any oil paintings
or literary fiction. Gates shares these quotes specifically because of their authors; these famous
philosophers were professional thinkers, and, in their time, they pondered the African and found
him sorely lacking. This is the real trial of Phillis Wheatley: How to convince learned men of her
day that she actually wrote her poems. If she did convince them, the trial could be considered a
coup for the growing abolition movement.
In an impassioned speech for the purposes of ending slavery, Samuel Sewall once wrote,
“There is such a disparity in [the Africans’] conditions, color and hair, that they can never
embody with us, and grow up into orderly families, to the peopling of the land: but still remain in
our body politic as a kind of extravasat blood” (Baym 324) . Sewall wrote this in 1700, seventy
years before Phillis Wheatley’s poetry made her famous. Even as he begged his contemporaries
to stop buying slaves (caveat emptor!), Sewall held strong beliefs that Africans would never be
accepted as full citizens in the New World.
As Gates aptly words it, “Essentially, Wheatley was auditioning for the humanity of the
entire African people” (26). This audition may have begun with Wheatley and her poetry, but a
ruling in her favor would begin to produce proof that Africans were capable of independent
thought and art creation, two qualities of which slave-owners preached Africans were incapable.
One such slave-owner was Thomas Jefferson. Gates asserts that Jefferson unwittingly played a
large role in the creation of literature written by African/African American writers. In addition to
the great European philosophers, Thomas Jefferson, a founding father, clutches the relay racism
baton with gusto. As a result, African American writers vied to prove Jefferson wrong (66).
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While no one alive knows exactly what occurred at Wheatley’s trial, this all eyes on me
approach to African/African American culture has endured. Gates cites Nobel Prize winner Wole
Soyinka (1986), native of Nigeria, whose government released a press conference stating that
because of his prize, the world would no longer view Africans as inferior” (66). So, over two
hundred years after Wheatley’s trial, the conversation of intellectual inferiority continues.
Gates qualifies his approximately forty page section on Jefferson by stating that “when
we discuss the blind spots of giants like Jefferson, we must do so with the humility of knowing
that, in future decades, others shall condescendingly be discussing our own blind spots, if they
bother discussing us at all” (40). Basically, Jefferson was a genius and architect of our great
nation so we should cut him some slack regarding his racist views on Africans. After Wheatley’s
authorship was authenticated, Jefferson remarked to Francois Marbois, the Marquis de BarbeMarbois, that “the compositions published under her name are below the dignity of criticism”
(42). Jefferson continues, “ religion, indeed, has produced a Phillis Wheatley, but it could not
produce a poet” (44). Jefferson believed that Africans imitate whites but that they did not have
the ability to truly understand or partake in intellectual pursuits. Jefferson then unfavorably
compares African slaves in America to the ones in Ancient Greece and Rome: “Epictetus,
Terence, and Phaedrus, were slaves. But they were of the race of whites” (45). To this point, I
would like to refer to my previous point regarding the endless toil, as well as the systemic
oppression based on skin color which is less apt to present itself in a more homogenous society.
Jefferson then waxes poetic about the “American Indian” who is “equal to the white in body, and
whose mind is affected by external circumstances alone, the black is fundamentally different
from the white” (46). He insists on this mainly because of the Native American’s overt forms of
creative expression; citing carved pipes and “primitive” art (48). This is an interesting view for a
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man who very likely fathered all six of enslaved Sally Hemings’ children. And yet, Gates wants
us, the readers to keep in mind that, “no Founding Father has been the subject of more speeches,
essays, and books in the African-American tradition than Thomas Jefferson. No other figure has
been more reviled yet, paradoxically, more revered; and no other figure has had a greater shaping
impact upon both the discourse of black rights and the evolution of the African-American literary
tradition than Thomas Jefferson” (57). It would seem to me that Gates gives Jefferson more
credit than he deserves.
Merely by situating Jefferson’s racist sentiments in the thread of professional thinkers
like Hume and Kant, Gates shows that the anti-African rhetoric was the majority feeling of the
time. Robert Purvis, a mulatto abolitionist, interjected in a Vigilant Committee meeting by
proclaiming that he had “no veneration for the founders of this government” and did not “share
with others in their veneration for the “father of our country” (52). He expresses his astonishment
for the claim that Jefferson was anti-slavery considering that he enslaved people and reportedly
“sold his own daughter”. If true, Purvis goes on to say that it “proves [Jefferson] to be a
scoundrel as well as a tyrant”(52). So many Africans dismissed Jefferson as a hypocrite,
someone who actively worked to keep them removed from the cover of citizenship. Therefore,
Africans sought to prove their humanity to the entirety of Western civilization, not just Jefferson.
In fact, many Africans in society dismissed Jefferson as a hypocrite; he fathered children with
Sally Hemings and wrote the Declaration of Independence.
Wheatley’s talent and transcontinental fan base were instrumental in her manumission.
However, she came to realize that freedom was just the first step to enfranchisement. Phillis
Wheatley died destitute in 1784. Despite her success, by the time of her death, many of her most
famous detractors still believed that Africans should remain enslaved. Furthermore, Africans
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were just as disenfranchised as they were before her fame. And the question of authenticity
remained. In fact, 224 years later, it is this question that plagued President Barack Obama
throughout his presidency. Regarding United States presidents, there was no precedent for
Barack Obama. In a post-9/11 America, Barack Obama’s very name conjures up religious
extremism and the specter of terrorism. For many of Obama’s opponents, racism and patriotism
are inextricably linked. In his book, Paint the House Black, Michael Jeffries states that, “The
insidious linkage between whiteness and Americanness fuels a shameless percentage of the
vitriol directed at Barack Obama” (15). Further, Eva Sacks notes, “the national anxiety about
miscegenation is less about taboo sexual relations than it is about establishing patriarchal lines of
property, about the transmission of material goods within the white community, and the
corresponding disinheritance of the black mother and any children born of an interracial union”
(53-54).Our country was built on the basis of segregation. Anti-miscegenation laws existed in
America in some form from 1691 until 1967 with the supreme court’s ruling in Loving vs. The
State of Virginia. Obama was born in 1961. President Obama is a visible reminder of the link to
early American slavery and miscegenation.
In his famous address, “The Meaning of the Fourth of July for the Negro”, Frederick
Douglass uses the example of the colonists breaking free of British rule to allude to African
enslavement and the need for manumission. He asks:
what, to the slave, is the fourth of July? The sunlight that brought life and healing to you,
has brought stripes and death to me. This Fourth of July is yours, not mine. You may
rejoice, I must mourn. To drag a man in fetters into the grand illuminated temple of
liberty and call upon him to join you in joyous anthems, were inhuman mockery and
sacrilegious irony” (64).
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Douglass explicitly challenges America’s hypocritical relationship with the ideals upon
which it was founded. Because most Africans were still slaves, Douglass publicly shares his grief
in being unable to celebrate the date of his country’s liberation. Douglass hopes to connect the
liberty of America from English rule with the potential freedom of slaves. In 1858, six years after
Frederick Douglass’s speech “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July”, Lincoln became the
Illinois Republican Party’s candidate for the U.S. Senate.
Evelyn Higginbotham states in “African-American Women’s History and the
Metalanguage of Race,” that “race-based denial of citizenship is justified not solely in the name
of economic exploitation or growth. It is grounded in the belief that the [intellectually] “weaker”
races are not fit for democratic self-government” (255). Black Americans’ bodies and lives are
almost always viewed through the lens of our past enslavement. As a result, we are specters of a
past made flesh; very visible reminders of a time in American history that the dominant culture
consistently demands that we forget, a time when we were things to be bought, sold and traded;
valuable objects for the economy but certainly undeserving of rights or heaven forbid, social
equality. Phillis Wheatley’s poetry was quite hopeful, in regard to her own circumstances and the
future of the nation. Still, as an enslaved poet, Wheatley had to have white people endorse her
writing. On the contrary, Sutton E. Griggs self-published Imperium and did not have to hide his
message as the novel was not written for the white gaze, but with the goal of Black
empowerment and possibly, secession.
Griggs’ own father, Allen R. Griggs was formerly enslaved. The imagined world in
Griggs’ text, published one generation removed from slavery but set closer to the end of the Civil
War, is one that is inherently separated, both ideologically and physically, from the current racial
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capitalist regime. To this end, Griggs introduces possible blueprints for a society outside of the
one that exists during his contemporary moment. And while I hesitate to use the word “utopia”,
this text provides insight into black societal ideals: acceptance, citizenship, and ultimately,
freedom.
While Du Bois imagined a possible post-apocalyptic world on the cusp of equality,
Sutton E. Griggs’ early Afrofuturist novel Imperium in Imperio: A Study of the Negro Race
Problem (1899) imagines a world where educated Black people actively work to divest of the
United States of America. In this section, I explore the novel’s arc in order to highlight Griggs’
use of an alternate timeline as a mechanism for imagining a site of true citizenship for the
African American community. Griggs wrote as a way to publicly call out and challenge white
supremacy and its curtailing of Black citizenship. Writing specifically for a Black audience, his
work was “virtually unknown to white Americans, a rarity at the time. In addition to writing,
Griggs also set up the Orion Publishing Company in Nashville as well as the National Public
Welfare League in Memphis. Griggs sets the world of the Imperium in his home state of Texas.
The United States of America was a young nation when Griggs self-published Imperium, just
over 100 years old.
Griggs, a Baptist minister, writes the curious tale of two friends, Bernard Belgrave, and
Belton Piedmont. Belton is dark-skinned and very poor; he should have won an oratory contest,
but Bernard wins because he is very light-skinned, and his father is a wealthy white senator.
Belton goes to Stowe College and becomes convinced that Black people and white people should
work together for the good of all. Meanwhile, Bernard attends Harvard University. The novel
greatly illuminates the ways in which colorism afforded Negroes different opportunities. The
most interesting aspect of the novel, however, is Bernard’s militantism. Despite his wealth,
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privilege and access, he despises white people and becomes the leader of a shadow government
of elite Negroes created after the American Revolution for the purposes of seizing the state of
Texas in order to found a separate Negro nation, hence the novel’s title: Nation within a nation.
Griggs begins the novel with the utilization of the “found papers” device to
substantiate/create a feeling of realness/authenticity (to create a feeling that these were real
people/events) (4). Griggs presents Mr. Berl Trout as a (trust) worthy witness to Bernard and
Belton’s lives (4). This conceit is reminiscent of the “certificates of writing” that white people
wrote for Black writers when they published pre-manumission. Griggs sets himself up as editor
for Trout, who writes the manuscript about Imperium and both Bernard and Belton. Griggs does
all this writing in the beginning to set Trout up as trustworthy, and then the first words we get
from Trout is that he is a traitor. Should we wonder if this is the work of Griggs the editor or an
honest, guiltily written confession of a contrite, dying man? In regard to his burial rites, Trout
states: “So reads our law” (5). This immediately establishes a different set of laws for the
Imperium regime, which, ultimately, is more a secret society than a nation. While
acknowledging his treason, Trout insists that he is a patriot, just not of the Imperium. He
declares, “It is true that I have betrayed the immediate plans of the race to which I belong; but I
have done this in the interest of the whole human family—of which my race is but a part” (5). In
this way, he maintains the dichotomy of Black vs. American, and to a larger extent, human.
There is no room/space for the African/Black American. Trout envisions himself as a martyr for
selling out the Imperium’s plans. We know, through Trout, one thing from the very beginning:
The Imperium, whatever it is, has failed.
But back to the beginning. The Imperium was borne from Black student protests. After
winning a small victory that allowed the lone Black professor at Thomas Jefferson College to eat
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amongst the white ones, the students are ecstatic. They are the embodiment of Alain Locke’s
New Negro: “they have caught the fire of liberty” (162). Here Griggs anticipates the activism
that will intensify across college campuses between the post-emancipation and civil rights eras.
In fact, one year after Imperium in Imperio was published, Princeton University, run by
Woodrow Wilson denied Paul Robeson’s brother William Drew Robeson, Jr., the right to apply.
Decades later, the sit-in movement was born at the historically black North Carolina A&T when
students across the state organized to desegregate lunch counters. These demonstrations are more
in line with Belton’s philosophy for the full enfranchisement of African-descended Americans
than Bernard’s. Belton, constantly being shut out of the American dream because of his dark skin
and poverty, wishes to integrate into American society successfully and fully. He craves social
equality. Belton already has a nation; he just wants the United States to do right by him.
Ultimately, this lack of radicalism helps bring an end to the Imperium.
In “The New Negro in the Old South”, Gabriel A. Briggs elaborates on Belton’s refusal
to go to war with the U.S.: She states:
Piedmont realizes that whites retain both a numeric and a strategic advantage over
African Americans…There is no victory in annihilation. African Americans need
only to survey the Native American reservations of the West to see their future
after war. For Piedmont, the Imperium provides a temporary space where African
Americans can gather their ideological and material strength. In his vision for the
Imperium, the political objective is not to exist apart from American society but to
leverage their empowered position to enable entry into society as the equal of
whites.
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Belton and Bernard’s visons and reasons for the Imperium are vastly different. One could
imagine that Belton, an educated Black man, had certainly heard of the Haitian Revolution,
which happened almost a century prior to the Imperium’s founding. While Haitians won their
freedom, they also faced global wrath for it and remain impoverished to this day; due in large
part to embargoes and reparations paid to France, their former (and current) oppressors. Given all
of this, Belton may be conciliatory and more conservative regarding his vision of Black
America’s future in the U.S. Brute force, even with Bernard’s meticulous plan, may not have
been in the Imperium’s best interest. But while Belton seeks refuge and a place to heal from the
constant onslaught of institutional racism, Bernard dreams of divesting from the United States all
together. He views Texas as a settlement for past and present injustices, reparations.
Indeed, Bernard’s plan, first born of a hatred of white supremacy, is crystallized when he
meets his father for the first time. The white man is a prominent Senator who married his mother
in Canada, where it was legal. After a return to the states, Bernard’s mother Fairfax, for all
intents and purposes, a married woman, is forced to pretend to be an adulteress who had a baby,
Bernard, out of wedlock. Bernard’s father is much more interested in upholding white supremacy
than he is in fighting for the rights of the family he created. Still, his wealth and status does
provide comfort and degrees of social access to them. In fact, Griggs writes his father as so
influential that Fairfax and Bernard live in a mansion with many servants and she owns “the
finest library ever seen in the northern section of Virginia, and all the best of the latest books
were constantly arriving at her home.”17 Bernard and Fairfax are always learning. And because
of the senator’s wealth, they have many resources at their disposal to assure that Bernard has
every advantage in life. In fact, at Harvard, “Many white young men of wealth and high social
standing, attracted by his brilliancy, drew near him and became his fast friends. In his graduating
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year, he was so popular as to be elected president of his class, and so scholarly as to be made
valedictorian (18).” It is possible that Griggs used Bernard’s character to allude to Richard T.
Greener, the first openly Black person allowed admittance to Harvard University in 1865.
Greener, originally a student at Oberlin College, the first predominantly white institution to
admit Black students, left the college after what he believed to be racism, or as it was known
then, colorphobia.19 At Harvard, he won two Bowdoin prizes for elocution.
In the Rochester Daily Democrat on August 16, 1869, it is noted that, "Richard Theodore
Greener, a young colored man and a member of the senior class of Harvard College, is giving
public readings in Philadelphia. Mr. Greener's history is that of a persevering young man who
has succeeded in living down the prejudices against his race and color, and attaining by industry,
ability, and good character, a position of which he may well feel proud. He was awarded last
year, at Harvard College, the prize for reading, and this year he has drilled two young white men
who have likewise obtained prizes in the same branch. His course at Harvard has throughout
been honorable. He is the first colored youth who has ever passed through that college."

Grigg’s Treatment of Miscegenation
Bernard’s father mirrors his fiancée’s words: to “dedicate your soul to the work of
separating the white and colored races. Do not let them intermingle. Erect moral barriers to
separate them. If you fail in this, make the separation physical; lead our people forth from this
accursed land” (119). After her death by suicide, Bernard vows to maintain the segregation of the
races. But his first sight of Viola is quite telling of his growth on the issue. Upon his first sight of
her, Bernard asks a friend, "Pray, who is that girl that met you at the door? I really did not know
that a dark woman could look so beautiful." Bernard, being quite fair skinned himself, was used
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to all of the genuflecting and gentle attention heaped on his mother, a Black woman who could
“pass” for white. He grew up knowing that proximity to whiteness was the single most important
ingredient in a Black woman’s beauty. Viola, a dark-skinned Black woman, stunned and
intrigued him. Viola, described as a “universal favorite” was also highly educated and so
pleasing to the eye that “White and colored pay homage to her beauty." Viola’s beauty initially
distracts Bernard from his political aspirations but, in the face of her cool regard, he decides that
political success may be the way to win her favor.
Griggs uses Bernard’s campaign to illuminate the power of the Black vote. Although
“downright foolhardy,” Bernard runs for Congress as a republican faces several challenges
during his campaign, but none so difficult as the history of Virginia itself. Griggs writes:
With rare exceptions, the officials were democrats, and with the entire state's election
machinery in their hands the democrats could manage elections according to their "own sweet
will." It goes without saying that the democrats always carried any and every precinct that they
decided, and elections were mere farces (46).
Although Bernard runs for office, the text tells us that the elections were nothing more
than charades; empty, sinister mockeries of the democratic process. Despite all of this, “The
masses of colored people rallied around his flag. Ministers of colored churches came to his
support. Seeing that the colored people were so determined to elect Bernard, the white
republicans, leaders and followers, fell into line.” Griggs, insisting upon realism, illustrates a
rigged election: Bernard’s mentor Tiberius Gracchus Leonard dug up the mass corruption
happening in his district and provided undeniable proof of the rigged election before congress.
Thus,
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The day to vote on the contest at last arrived and the news was flashed over the
country that Bernard had triumphed. A handful of democrats had deserted their
party and voted with the republicans. Bernard's father had redeemed his promise
of secret support. Bernard's triumph in a democratic house caused the nation to
rub its eyes and look again in wonder. The colored people hailed Bernard as the
coming Moses. "Belgrave, Belgrave, Belgrave," was on every Negro tongue.
Poems were addressed to him. Babies were named after him. Honorary titles were
showered upon him.
Bernard wins the senate seat and with the corruption exposed, keeps it for many years. This still
does not persuade Viola to marry him. Instead, she turns the gas on before bed and kills herself.
Her reasoning for doing so lay with a decree that she believes came directly from God:
“That book [John H. Van Evrie’s White Supremacy and Negro Subordination] proved to
me that the intermingling of the races in sexual relationship was sapping the vitality of the Negro
race and, in fact, was slowly but surely exterminating the race (75).” Thus, in death, Viola tells
Bernard of her three-point plan:
I determined to spend my life fighting the evil. My first step was to solemnly
pledge God to never marry a mulatto man. My next resolve was to part in every
honorable way all courting couples of mulatto people that I could. My other and
greatest task was to persuade the evil women of my race to cease their criminal
conduct with white men and I went about pleading with them upon my knees to
desist.
Van Evrie published the book in 1867, two years post-manumission and thirty years prior
to Griggs’ text. A physician by trade, Van Evrie consistently peddled the ideology of scientific
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racism. Imperium’s Viola reads the text and forms the belief that it is her destiny to fight
miscegenation. As such, she certainly cannot accept Bernard’s wedding proposal, despite her
personal feelings. Furthermore, she actively encourages Black women to leave their white men.
Viola truly believes that mixed race children will be the end of the Black race; children such as
Bernard himself. These children may be subsumed into whiteness through passing or
generational sexual intermingling. Viola continues, “I had to choose between you and my race.”
In this way, Viola is marking Bernard as not Black, or perhaps, not Black enough. In fact, she
later contradicts herself with her dying wish: “Do not let [the races] intermingle. Erect moral
barriers to separate them. If you fail in this, make the separation physical; lead our people forth
from this accursed land (76).” The use of our is an acknowledgement of Bernard’s Blackness. It
is interesting that Viola becomes so fervently a believer of a tome written by a racist white man.
One wonders if the lesson here revolves around the source or one’s knowledge, rather than any
judgement regarding mixed-race people. Either way, Viola, whose father was a colonel in the
Civil War, gives Bernard the renewed vigor to carry out his plans for the Imperium: divesting of
the toxic land that is the United States of America and creating a new homeland in which Black
people will be allowed to prosper as their full selves. Interestingly, were the Imperium a success,
mixed race people could possibly experience a re-darkening in a couple of generations; the
opposite of the current pro-miscegenation talk that was popular with Charles Chesnutt and later,
George Schuyler. One must also wonder if, aside from the text’s assurance of her “universal”
beauty, part of Bernard’s attraction toward Viola was the deep melanin of her skin, the opposite
of his mothers and his own. A marriage to Viola would have been perfectly legal and affirmed
Bernard’s own Blackness in the face of all of his fair skinned privilege. Marrying Viola and
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fathering children with her would have been a Pro-Black political act; perhaps the most political
act of his life outside of steering the Imperium. It certainly would have been the most visible.
In contrast, Belton sees the African American community as part of a larger United States
community. Thus, an important nationalist aspect of Griggs’s Black nationalism is a hybridized
appropriation of “America” as conceptual space. Indeed, the Imperium’s plan to “occupy,” for all
intents and purposes, Southern states such as Texas and Louisiana seems an assertion that
geographic and national spaces defined as “white” can be made “black” through a majority
appropriation of political power, and exposes the complexion of national spaces as a fiction
representing political power structures rather than a presumptively innate national identity.
Belton argues that “America as both geographic and conceptual national space is as much
African American as it is Anglo American, an argument Du Bois would make in The Souls of
Black Folk less than five years later.”
In fact, “language itself functions as an important arena for political practice. The novel
focuses on the use of oratory as a fundamental means of securing and exercising political rights”
(Karafilis). In one passage he writes that: “The cringing, fawning, sniffling, cowardly Negro
which slavery left, had disappeared, amid a new Negro, self-respecting, fearless, and determined
in the assertion of his rights was at hand” (62). Here Griggs gives voice to The New Negro
ideology that would become a cornerstone of the Harlem Renaissance. This New Negro is
audacious and fully invested in wrestling their rights from the stronghold of white supremacy
during the height of Jim Crow. Jim Crow’s power over African Americans came from exclusion:
from voting booths; from juries; from neighborhoods...from higher education; from professions.
Basically, all aspects of life. This is what Griggs was up against and fought through his writing.”
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Bernard designed the Imperium’s’ final resolutions to remove the teeth from the current
U.S> societal structure. If Negroes were no longer Americans, their dominion would end. The
resolution to reveal the Imperium to “Anglo-Saxons” so that he may see that “each individual
Negro does not stand by himself, but is a link in a great chain that must not be broken with
impunity” (163) is just the beginning, culminating in the “sojourn[ing] in the state of Texas,
working out our destiny as a separate and distinct race in the United States of America” (164).
The Imperium seeks to “unite all Negroes in a body to do that which the whimpering
government” will not. Bernard reasons: “I know the Anglo-Saxon race. He will never admit you
to equality with him” (169).
On the other hand, Belton declares, in his final speech before resigning (and ultimately
signing his own death warrant): “There is a weapon mightier [than the sword or the ballot]. I
speak of the pen. If denied the use of the ballot let us devote our attention to that mightier
weapon, the pen” (164). Belton implores the crowd to turn away from war as a path to liberty,
deeming it “the relic of barbaric ages.” Instead, he believes that Negroes can better contribute to
the wheel of civilization by writing their way into equality; using the pen to force “the
conquering Anglo-Saxon” to remove their boots from Negro necks.
This thought process creates a fundamental schism in the Imperium. In the end, Belton
and Bernard envision two very different futures: Belton hopes to use the Imperium as a tool for
gaining equality for Negroes within the United States. He views this as the rights of all Africandescended people “ripped away from the land of his nativity.” Bernard, on the other hand, wants
to infiltrate the U.S. Naval forces in order to gain access to state secrets while leveraging
Louisiana as payment for international allies, all for the purposes of wrenching the entire
state of Texas away from the U.S. and converting it into a Negro Nation. A Nation within a
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nation. Bernard views this as the only way that African-descended people in the U.S. can ever
gain freedom and security. In essence, Negroes are already treated as other, not American,
separate, apart. He simply wants to use the master’s tools to build his own house. Griggs clearly
thought this through. In the struggle between Belton and Bernard they both want the same thing:
a home; they just go about it in different ways. With the ending’s lack of a resolution, the reader
is left to look at the preparations both men made to pave the way for Black America’s future
(home) land and wonder what could be done? Or maybe it is just me. I do not know if Griggs is
engineering a utopia, or if he even gave any thought to what the Black State of Texas would be
like, practically speaking. We are not given any information about the plans for life after Texas is
secured, and maybe that is the point. It seems Griggs is more interested in elevating the minds of
the downtrodden so that they take responsibility for their own liberation. Eric Sundquist writes
that “it remains difficult for many readers to overcome their fundamental conception of
‘American’ literature as solely Anglo-European in inspiration and authorship, to which may then
be added an appropriate number of valuable ‘ethnic’ or ‘minority’ texts, those that closely
correspond to familiar critical or semantic paradigms” (7). The same is true for words like
freedom and citizen. Black bodies are speculative. The black body is always read as a
palimpsest. It is never really seen solely in the present. Instead we often become a physical
manifestation of the past. Even more importantly, it appears to be difficult for the dominant
culture to imagine the black body/blackness in the future. Despite this, Black writers
continuously imagine, strive for, and ultimately create better futures for us and the world. This
failure of imagination to invoke a
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diverse and equitable future (because the past overtakes the present) is precisely why
Bernard and Belton maintained the Imperium: to imagine otherwise.
This is what Griggs wrote for, to free the minds and elevate the thinking of those
enslaved, mentally, and physically, that they may seize their freedom and enfranchisement.
Griggs was `not under the delusion that the world created post liberation will be a utopia, but he
did want Africans/African Americans to have the right to create a world all for ourselves. He
continued the work set in motion by Phyllis Wheatley; and he sought to do it for us, by us.

Black Speculative Absence in W.E.B. Du Bois’s “The Comet”
At the beginning of W.E.B. Du Bois’s short story, “The Comet”, the protagonist Jim
inwardly laments his invisibility as he watches “the human river that swirled down Broadway”
(5). Jim describes himself as being “outside the world” and “nothing” (5). This bit of
foreshadowing becomes quite important to the story’s narrative arc, as Jim’s placement as a
being set apart manifests itself quite literally once the comet hits. We learn very early in the story
that Jim is a messenger. Messengers are intermediaries, links, bringers of information, heralds of
change. This symbolism feels both biblical and ironic. The irony lies in Jim’s belief in his social
invisibility, and yet he has a purpose to connect people, to bring them what they want or need.
He embodies what Patricia J. Williams calls “feelings of exaggerated visibility and
invisibility” (56). Like the missing Black population in Ward’s play, Jim is only noticed in terms
of his production and labor. Messengers, ultimately, are servants. Jim, however, at least
eventually gets a taste at what it means to be his own master. The biblical symbolism comes a bit
later; Jim briefly appears on the cusp of a world ready to be remade. However, before the comet
strikes, Jim’s boss urges him to search the lower vaults for important records. Jim bitterly
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observes that the work “was too dangerous for more valuable men” (pg. 5). As Jim treks “under
the world” in search of the records, he remains unaware that his expendability would save his
life. In continuing the religious theme, it would appear that the subterranean space is reminiscent
the Tabernacle (God’s earthly dwelling) of the holy of holies and the chest a symbolic ark of the
covenant, though it is described in the story as being iron and not wooden, the gold inside the
chest of the story and the ark is gold covered. In their Encyclopaedia Biblica: a critical dictionary
of the literary political and religious history, the archaeology, geography, and natural history of
the Bible, T.K. Cheyne and J. Sutherland Black state that, The English phrase mercy seat (the
ark’s covering) is a translation of the Hebrew word kapporeth. The word kapporeth is probably
derived from the Hebrew kaphar, which is often loosely translated as cover, though literal
meaning is wipe out, implying that kapporeth means thing of wiping out/thing of cleansing. Jim
popping the chest’s lid is a symbol of the world being wiped out, potentially cleansed of its old
ways, making way for something new and hopefully better. It could also be a simple metaphor
regarding the trappings of earthly treasures. After all, once Jim realizes that his bunker may
indeed become a tomb, “he forgot the gold and looked death squarely in the face” (pg. 6).
Without a second thought, Jim leaves the gold behind after escaping his would-be tomb. His
actions are a perfect example of the idiom, “you can’t take it with you.” Upon his return to the
surface, Jim notices the pile of death waiting for him. “Robbery and murder...then a new thought
seized him: if they found him here alone-with all this money and all these dead men- what would
his life be worth?” (pg. 6) Even in the midst of disaster, the worst-case scenario grips him. As a
Black man, Jim knows that the authorities would probably kill him before he could even explain
the situation, certainly denying him a trial in the face of such overwhelming evidence of villainy.
In fact, the New York City Race Riot of 1900 would have been quite fresh in Jim’s memory. As
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Jim meanders onto Wall Street he passes a hundred dead men, women and children crushed in a
doorway looking “like refuse in a can” (pg. 7). It is at this point that the death of New York City
is revealed: “a grimy newsboy sat in the gutter with the ‘last edition’ in his uplifted hand:
‘Danger!’ screamed its black headlines. ‘Warnings wired around the world.
The comet’s tail sweeps past us at noon. Deadly gasses expected. Close doors and
windows. Seek the cellar.” Although Jim’s initial reaction is understandably one of panic as
“with one great, gasping cry he sprang desperately forward and ran,-ran as only the frightened
run, shrieking and fighting the air until with one last wail of pain he sank on the grass of
Madison Square and lay prone and still”, Jim very quickly pulls it together as “he knew that he
must steady himself and keep calm, or he would go insane” (pg. 8). This scene is quite
reminiscent of Black people and survival. It is our history in the United States and the world after
the rise of Empire, to keep moving forward in the midst of horrific circumstances. Determined to
fortify himself, Jim enters a famous hotel on Fifth avenue, through the front door, and “seize[s] a
tray from dead hands, hurried into the street and ate ravenously, hiding to keep out of sights” (pg.
8). Did Jim leave the hotel out of respect for the dead? Was he queasy about eating from a dead
person’s tray, among the bodies? And why did he hide during the meal? As he ate, Jim
whispered, “Yesterday, they would not have served me” (pg. 8). He says this seemingly as an
offering for his actions, he is hungry, and the food would go to waste anyway. On the other hand,
mere hours ago Jim would have been shooed from the hotel because of Jim Crow laws and de
Jure segregation practices. If any policemen (or random white person) are alive and witness his
theft, he would lose his freedom and quite possibly his life, even amidst the global catastrophe.
He is both still apprehensive and at awe by how quickly, and terribly, things have changed. After
his meal, Jim hurries to search for his family in a stolen car. On his way uptown to Harlem, he
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finally encounters another living person. To him, “the human voice sounded in his ears like the
voice of God” (pg. 9). It is awe-inspiring, the meaning of his new life. The woman, wailing from
her perch, implores him to “bring the officers (pg. 9). This shows both obvious naivete and
arrogance on her part, asking a Black man to run and find police officers as the behest of a white
woman. Even so, it is quite telling that Du Bois describes the as yet unnamed white woman as
“wailing” through “hysterical tears.” Either way, Du Bois appears to make a statement on Jim’s
manhood and/or Blackness in relation to the woman’s “hysteria”. Although Jim also had a very
brief moment of frenzy, Du Bois chose to call “terror” (pg. 8). As Jim surveys her, he thinks
bitterly, “yesterday she would scarcely have looked at him twice. He would have been dirt
beneath her silken feet. She stared at him” (pg. 9). When we meet Jim, he is clearly used to being
in menial positions. Although his first interaction with the woman is one of transcendence
(another person lives), Jim quickly comes back to himself and his societal relationship to this
white woman; in large part due to her shrieked demands. Still, as she demands that he explain
what has occurred, “she dragged him through great, silken hangings” (pg. 9). As a white woman,
she has no qualms putting her hands-on Jim, but there would be a world of trouble if the situation
were reversed. Still, she stared at him, taking his face in: “of all the sorts of men she had pictured
as coming to her rescue she had not dreamed of one like him. Not that he was not human, but
that he dwelt in a world so far from hers, so infinitely far, that he seldom even entered her
thought” (pg. 9). Even in the privacy of her own mind, the woman is quick to reassure herself
that she recognizes Jim’s humanity; even as she does not really consider him a man. “The
Comet” is littered with moments like this; little incidents that remind Jim of the world he
inhabited right up until the comet struck. It is a world that has the promise to be different but is
currently still shrouded in great uncertainty. And a huge part of this uncertainty is the role that
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Jim will inhabit. Naming him Adam would have been too on the nose, but at this moment in the
story, that possibility is there; especially after he encounters the woman. Jim tells her,
“something-comet or devil- swept across the earth this morning and-many are dead!” (pg. 10) In
rebuilding the world, the comet has the potential to be either God or the devil; depending on who
controls the narrative; that is how religion and history works. If the comet allowed for the end of
oppression for people of color, the comet would surely become a savior. If the opposite is true,
then devil it is. Jim may also be thinking of his possibly perished family when he says this to the
woman.
This only adds on to the trauma of traveling around the city surrounded by dead bodies
and silence. As Jim tells the woman that she is the first living person he encounters, it becomes
clear that they both have common ground in the horror and the worry for their loved ones. After
all, Jim came across her in the search for his family. As the woman laments the possible loss of
her father, they wordlessly decide to join forces. Jim, used to putting the needs of white people
ahead of his own, starts to head towards her father’s last known location. However, after thinking
about it he stops and firmly states, “No...first, we must go -to Harlem” (pg. 10). Here Jim is
effectively taking the lead and putting his needs first. However, he is also inviting this white
woman to his turf, a place she surely would not have otherwise gone without a white male
chaperone or the promise of Negro entertainment. At first, the woman is taken aback by this:
“Harlem!” she cried. Then she understood” (pg. 10). She is already changed in the comet’s wake.
She is willing to follow him as she understands that their missions are the same. And clearly,
they both understand the wisdom of staying together. The woman even leads him to the garage
and drives them to Harlem herself. This is an interesting twist in societal norms. It is like Miss
Anne (instead of Miss Daisy) is driving him! Even with this forced “progress” in her willingness
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to work with Jim, to her “he did not look like men, as she had always pictured men; but he acted
like one and she was content” (pg. 10). It is clear that for her, man = white. Also, men are
confident in a way that Black people probably have never been in her presence because of the
punishment that would await them if they were not. But she does not go that far with her
thinking. In fact, it is at this at this moment that she realizes that she is alone with a strange man:
“for the first time she seemed to realize that she was alone in the world with a stranger, with
something more than a stranger, -with a man alien in blood and culture-unknown, perhaps
unknowable” (pg. 10). Her whiteness kicks in, even in the midst of tragedy and the help that Jim
has given her thus far.
Even still, aside from the specter of the Black brute that has probably been drilled into
her head since birth, she is a woman alone with a man she does not know. Women do have
reasons to fear such things, universally speaking. Beyond that, this appears to be her first
meaningful and prolonged engagement with a Black man, as she stated earlier that she did not
give much thought to people of his culture. Even still, there are several times when Julia rises
above her social conditioning and tries to get with the new reality they are facing. After her panic
regarding being alone with Jim, she accompanies him back to the car:
They seemed to move in a world silent and asleep,-not dead. They moved in quiet
reverence, lest somehow, they wake these sleeping forms who had, at last, found peace. They
moved in some solemn, world-wide Friedhof, above which some mighty arm had waved its
magic wand. All nature slept until-until, and quick with the same startling thought, they looked
into each other’s eyes-he, ashen, and she, crimson, with unspoken thought. To both, the vision of
a mighty beauty-of vast, unspoken things, swelled in their souls, but they put it away.
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There are moments when Jim and Julia really attempt to see each other, outside of current
societal bounds. In fact, the first interaction between Jim and Julia is as follows: “She had not
noticed before that he was a Negro. He had not thought of her as white” (9). These moments are
glimpses; promises of a new beginning. A life risen cultivated in the graveyard and risen from it.
In these moments, Jim is not invisible, he is perused. Julia becomes grateful for his company as a
fellow human being. In fact, when Jim later asks her: “the world lies beneath the waters nowmay I go?” () At this point, Jim has returned home, and his family is missing. He takes one of his
child’s baby caps and presumes them dead. She asked him:
You have lost-somebody?
I have lost-everybody,” he said, simply.
Even so, Julia refuses to grant Jim permission to kill himself. As the last two people on
earth, as far as they know, she needs him. Her clear and calm ‘no’ is her plea for him to live.
When they reach the Metropolitan Tower where Julia wants to wait for her father. At the time,
the Metropolitan Tower, now known as the MetLife Building, after the insurance company, was
one of the tallest buildings in the world. As they sat on the roof and waited, “she glanced timidly
as he set food before her and took a shawl and wound her in it, touching her reverently, yet
tenderly. She looked at him with thankfulness in her eyes, eating what he served. He watched the
city. She watched him. He seemed very human,-very near now” (). Jim is already stepping into
the role of provider for Julia. He also seems to have no qualms touching her which is turnabout
from the beginning of the story. Julia appears to grow more taken with Jim as the story goes on.
The more time they spend together, the more comfortable she becomes. At the beginning of the
story, his humanity was an abstract thing. Now she seems to feel it almost as much as she feels
her own.
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Julia means youthful in Latin, a name that is possibly given as a harkening to the many
child- bearing years ahead of her. In a moment of reflection, Julia asks:
Have you had to work hard? She asked softly.
Always, he said.
I have always been idle, she said. I was rich. I was poor, he almost echoed.
The rich and the poor are met together. She began, and he finished: The Lord is the
maker of them all.
Yes, she said slowly; and how foolish our human distinction seems-now, looking down to
the great dead city stretched below, swimming in unlightened shadows.
Yes-I was not-human, yesterday, he said.
This is the moment we see the pair begin to accept their lot as possibly the last two
people left on earth. She also appears to sympathize with Jim’s plight before the comet. Du Bois
writes Julia in such a way that we can track her thought process of Jim as a foreign, possibly
benign not-man to a kindred spirit. She looked at him. “And your people were not my people,”...
“but today-” She paused. He was a man,-no more; but he was in some larger sense a gentleman,sensitive, kindly, chivalrous, everything save his hands and-his face. Yet yesterday“Death, the leveler!” he mutters.
“And the revealer,” she whispered gently.
At this point, Julia has fully accepted her fate as the Eve to Jim’s Adam. in fact, she
likens herself to Gabriel, the Angel of Annunciation who tells Mary that she will be having
God’s child through immaculate conception. Of course, there will be no immaculate conception
for Julia, a fact that she has made peace with. In her own thoughts, she describes herself as, “a
primal woman; mighty mother of all men to come and Bride of Life. In regarding Jim, “she
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looked upon the man beside her and forgot all else but his manhood, his strong, vigorous
manhood-his sorrow and sacrifice. She saw him glorified. There is biblical significance of this as
well as the significance of this white woman glorifying this Black man that she becomes willing
to restart the human race with. In this way, she is like Noah’s wife whose name is shrouded in
mystery just as Julia’s is for most of the story. In fact, Julia views Jim as, “no longer a thing
apart, a creature below, a strange outcast of another clime and blood, but her Brother Humanity
incarnate, Son of God and great All-Father of the race to be.” Julia looks forward to the new
world of their creation. The significance of Jim’s naming, being a messenger and perhaps the
beginning of a new human race, which will be grounded in African blood just like the first
beginnings of humanity. Basically, there is no humanity without Black people. And even though
Jim and Julia quickly find out that they do not need to be Adam and Eve, Jim and his also
unnamed wife have already begun planting seeds for the new future with their baby, who may as
well be named Hope). Perhaps the most radical aspect of the entire story is that we get far more
of Julia’s interior dialogue than Jim’s. In fact, it appears as if Du Bois’s purpose for this story is
as much a prescription as it is a warning: Do not wait for a disaster to change your thought
process. Look at how petty racism is on all levels. After all, Jim has always treated Julia as a
fellow human being, but it is only toward the end, when she is being most honest with herself
that she returns the favor. She finally admits to herself that she viewed him as subhuman, even as
she fervently denied it to herself in the beginning. Now she views him as both human and divine;
he is still a thing apart, but one who has been exalted. As for Jim, a return to his interiority finds
him regarding the heavens. He feels the same exaltation Julia projects unto him, “the shackles
seemed to rattle and fall from his soul. Up from the crass and crushing and cringing of his caste
leaped the lone majesty of kings long dead” (). The burden of Blackness in a racial capitalist
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society finally leaves him. In thinking that the world is dead, they come to the same conclusion:
Jim and Julia, and possibly all of humanity that follow, are both human and divine. Their cry of:

“The World is dead.” “Long live the-”
Has a feeling of immense ritual that if allowed to be completed, would have fully united
them in something new and mighty. That future is rudely snatched from him by Julia’s father and
his accompanying cohort of white men. When Julia’s father rushes onto the roof with his surly
band of white supremacists, the hope of a completely new world vanishes. It is at the point of her
father’s arrival that we discover Julia’s name. One could hypothesize that the reason behind this
is because until now, Julia had the potential to completely remake herself into something new,
the mother of all humanity. And in knowing Jim’s name all along, as well as his job as
“messenger”, it seems as if Du Bois is claiming that Jim is already fully realized in a way that
Julia is not. This discovery effectively erases the bond between Julia and Jim. in fact, one of the
men, Fred, turns towards Jim and predictably snarls, “It’s-a-nigger-Julia! Has he-has he dared.” Fred attempts to shrink Jim back into a thing apart. He also reactivates the Black brute
stereotype/myth by implying that Jim may have attempted to rape her. And although Julia briefly
defends Jim by acknowledging that “he has dared-all, to rescue [her]”, she does not make eye
contact with Jim again; possibly in an effort to protect Jim from a “reckless eyeballing.” It is also
quite likely that, like Eve after eating from the tree of knowledge, Julia feels shame. She has
acknowledged to herself how wrong the current society is. At the same time, she had such hope
for the society she was poised to help shape; a possibility that is gone from her forever. After
spending so much time looking at and seeing Jim, the only thing that has changed is her internal
views. In the end, Jim leaves Julia without sentimentality. Du Bois seems to hint that a new
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world cannot come into being alongside the current white supremacist one. This is, in fact, a step
past Griggs’s vision of a separate Black state. The world must be born anew, possibly through
violence. One would hope that survivors will embrace the opportunity to create something
worthwhile for all of humanity.

42

Chapter Two
“Bloodlines: Pauline Hopkins’ Cultural Recovery, Altered States and Bodies Outside of
Time”
“In the World through which I travel, I am endlessly creating myself."
Frantz Fanon
“The American Negro must remake his past in order to remake his future.”
Arthur Schomburg

Pauline Hopkin’s novel Of One Blood: The Hidden Self (1904) is an excellent example of
Afrofuturist text. As stated in the previous chapter, the goal of this dissertation is to illuminate
the ways in which early African American literature is Afrofuturist. Social scientist Alondra
Nelson describes Afrofuturism as “an epistemology that is thinking about the subject position of
Black people; aspirations for modernity, having a place in modernity, the resilience of black
culture and black life is about imagining the impossible, imagining a better place, a different
world.”1 Throughout her life and literary career, Pauline Hopkins told stories that boldly
imagined a holistic future for Black people. In December 1905, one year after Of One Blood was
published, Pauline Hopkins, a fifth-generation Maine born Black woman, audaciously
proclaimed herself to be, “a black daughter of the Revolution.” She makes this claim at Boston’s
historic Faneuil Hall just fifteen years after the founding of the genealogically based
organization.2 Hopkins was reflecting on the cultural, governmental, and spiritual impact that
black people have had in shaping the United States throughout its history. Similarly, her novels
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demonstrate the importance of remembering one’s ancestry and history. The location of this
statement matters greatly because Faneuil Hall received its name after Peter Faneuil, a
slaveholder who donated the funds for the building in 1740.3 In fact, the hall is built on an
auction site that trafficked enslaved Africans. Therefore, the building’s nickname, “the Cradle of
Liberty” may seem ironic to some. In fact, in 1890, one of the first black Republican legislators
of Boston, Julius Caesar Chappelle, made a speech "At the Cradle of Liberty" in support of the
Federal Elections bill that would help give black people the right to vote.4 Between the years
1764 and 1775, Faneuil Hall’s assembly room located above its market became the place where
meetings were held to air grievances against unpopular British policies. Samuel Adams, James
Otis, Dr. Joseph Warren among others gave speeches in protest against “taxation without
representation” at the Hall. However, Hopkins, whether she has an actual connection to the
American Revolution, was definitely also speaking in metaphorical terms. Her family was very
entrenched in New England life. Interestingly, the Daughters of the American Revolution
(D.A.R.) began after the newly formed Sons of the American Revolution denied entry to
women.5 Once formed, the D.A.R. instituted the same blockage for Black women. So, by
inserting herself into this institution, or aligning herself with an organization whose main
criterium for entry is the ability to trace one’s ancestor back to the so-called revolutionary war,
Hopkins was making several statements about bloodlines, the war and the national contributions
of Black people simultaneously. In fact, in the foreword to the First Washington Square Press
trade paperback edition (2004) edition of the novel, Of One Blood, Or The Hidden Self, Deborah

“Faneuil Hall History | Boston Freedom Trail History.”
"At the Cradle of Liberty," The New York Age, front page, Saturday, August 9th, 1890.
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E. McDowell writes that, “Hopkins and her original cohorts had hoped the Colored American
Magazine (C.A.M.) would function as a forum for advancing the “interest of blacks” and
promoting the “development of Afro American art and literature,” (Loc 54-55). The “original
cohort” included Angelina W. Grimké, Paul Lawrence Dunbar, W.E.B. Du Bois, and Booker T.
Washington, who may have been responsible for her leaving the organization. In his article,
“Transnational Healing in Pauline Hopkins’ Of One Blood; Or, The Hidden Self”, Gordon Fraser
suggests that:
reading any coherent political program into Hopkins’s novel is likely a fool’s errand—not
because Hopkins was incapable of imagining such a program but because her writing was
sophisticated enough to acknowledge the impossibility of ameliorating ongoing,
international trauma through the invocation of static ideologies.
Pauline Hopkins was certainly not incapable of imagining a political coherence. All of the work
she did at the Colored American Magazine worked toward this end. At C.A.M., Hopkins
regularly shined spotlights on black people she felt were a credit to their race while lamenting the
savage hypocrisy of institutionalized racism. In an article that she named “Heroes and Heroines
in Black,” she writes,
How strange a thing it is to see a great powerful and prosperous nation, generally fair and
impartial to the helpless of other lands and willing to lend them aid and comfort, and
boasting of this national trait as of a great and shining virtue, yet in all questions relating
to an unfortunate race brought to their shores by force and treachery, descending to the
meanest methods of petty spite because of caste prejudice induced by color and a
previous condition of servitude.
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As a self-proclaimed “daughter of liberty”, Hopkins mourns the lack of her rightful inheritance
while hoping that her work with C.A.M. would help move the Negro cause forward. Still, she
pledged,
The dawn of the Twentieth century finds the Black race fighting for existence in every
quarter of the globe. From over the sea Africa stretches her hands to the American Negro
and cries aloud for sympathy in her hour of trial. England, at this late day, begins to doubt
the wisdom of her course in acknowledging the equality of the Negro race…But the
Negro still lives, and while life remains, Hope lifts a smiling face.6
Here it becomes obvious that promoting Black art had a significant role to play in furthering
black enfranchisement goals. This makes sense as one of the excuses for slavery was that black
people had no culture and culture was the benchmark by which a civilized people were
measured. Therefore, no culture means no civilization which was, for enterprising Europeans,
and later Americans used to “own” Africans and lock them out of social contracts.7 This link
between the production of art as a sign of an advanced culture/society drove Black writers to
produce art that depicted our humanity. The goal was to “prove” that Black people had the
intelligence and artistic aptitude to contribute to the grand vision of American democracy.
Hopkins truly believed that producing art was a major part of the blueprint that Black people
themselves could use to move closer to full enfranchisement.8 In her preface to Contending

“January 1903 (Vol. 6, No. 3),” The Digital Colored American Magazine (blog), February 19, 2017,
http://coloredamerican.org/?page_id=639.
7
David K. Shipler, “Jefferson Is America -- And America Is Jefferson,” The New York Times, April 12, 1993, sec.
Opinion, https://www.nytimes.com/1993/04/12/opinion/jefferson-is-america-and-america-is-jefferson.html.
Jefferson firmly and publicly stated that Black people do not make art and at most may simply mimic the art that
they see white people create. This opinion was famously turned toward Phillis Wheatley after she published her
book of poetry.
8
In his book, Whispered Consolations: Law and Narrative in African American Life, Suggs reminds us that many
black intellectuals/creatives including Frederick Douglass, Martin Delany, Pauline Hopkins, W.E.B. Du Bois etc.
believed that “white America had failed to nurture and advance the basic principles upon which the nation had been
founded and that it was left to black America to rescue the promises of the declaration and the constitution.
6

46

Forces: A Romance Illustrative of Negro Life North and South (1900), she says, “No one will do
this for us; we must ourselves develop the men and women who will faithfully portray the inmost
thought and feelings of the Negro with all the fire and romance which lie dormant in our history,
and as yet unrecognized by writers of the Anglo-Saxon Race.”9 Hopkins knew that we must
control our own cultural narratives and see ourselves as empowered in the present and future.
She believed that Black interiority remained a mystery to most white people and therefore served
as an obstruction to citizenship. Therefore, through writing, Black people could offer controlled
looks into their hopes, dreams, and lives. It was a task that only we could do; a very important
one that we could carry out. This idea of “fire and romance” seems a very radical one as these
were two elements that were either forcibly tamped down in enslaved people or used to control
them. A generation after slavery, Hopkins suggests that Black writers convey tales that
encompass all of Black personhood; “fire” was the opposite of the meek servitude expected
under slavery and thereafter. Fire was the way forward; the way to defeat Jim Crow. As
mentioned in the previous chapter, Scott vs. Sanford (1857) established that black people “had
no rights the white man was bound to respect.”10 Ten years later, the fourteenth amendment
cleared the path to citizenship for people of African descent.11 Combined with the fifteenth
amendment, “The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by
the United States or by any state on account of race, color, or previous condition of
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servitude.”12Neither of these amendments actually granted equality to black people. In fact, thirty
years later, the same year that Ethiopian Emperor Menelik II defeated Italy at the Battle of
Adwa, Plessy vs. Ferguson (1896) cemented the “separate but equal” doctrine that served as the
foundation for Jim Crow laws. In his ruling against Homer Plessy who attempted to strike down
the Separate Car Act (1890), Supreme Court Associate Justice Henry Billings Brown argued that
the thirteenth and fourteenth amendments were “intended to secure only the legal equality of
African Americans and whites, not their social equality.” He believed that “If one race be
inferior to the other socially, the Constitution of the United States cannot put them upon the same
plane.”13 This case cemented the Jim Crow Laws that began popping up across the nation
immediately following emancipation.14 Further in his dissenting opinion, Brown cites antimiscegenation laws as support for his ruling. If white people and Negroes cannot marry and the
law upholds that decision, then surely it makes sense to uphold “separate but equal” in all other
areas of public life.15 Supreme Court case Giles vs. Harris and the subsequent, Booker T.
Washington funded Giles vs. Teasley challenged grandfathered obstructions to Negro voting
rights in Montgomery, Alabama in 1903 and 1904. The court basically upheld the obstructions
by arguing that there was no legal intent to stop Negroes from voting, regardless of what was
actually happening in practice. These laws severely policed the quality of black life. As Ruja
Benjamin ruminates in the Boston Review, “Reproducing white lives requires ongoing
sterilization…white people are not just born once, but over and over, resurrected through law and
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custom, in order that they may kill with impunity.”16 In the afterlives of slavery, the dominant
population used law and lay practices to severely restrict the freedoms, rights, and opportunities
of Black people. At the same time, Jim Crow laws were for public conduct. Within private
quarters, black and white people could not be more closely tied. Sexual relationships, both
consensual and not, occurred. Black women continued to nourish white babies with their own
breast milk. They continued to cook, clean, and raise white people. The separation, therefore,
occurred only for the purposes of social stratification. Hopkins also speaks of “our history”;
Black and white history together, even as she acknowledges that Black art has been ignored by
white writers (and this really calls out the publishing industry at large). Hopkins and her
contemporaries scoffed against institutionalized racial discrimination because race was such a
tenuous tether in which to tie one’s societal standards. Passing novels were quite popular during
the early part of the twentieth century for this very reason.17 In Of One Blood, Hopkins writes,
“The slogan of the hour is “‘keep the Negro down’” but who is clear enough in vision to decide
who hath black blood and who hath it not? Can anyone tell? No, not one; for in His own
mysterious way He has united the white race and the black race in this new continent” (Loc 26).
With the phrase, “of the hour,” Hopkins is stating that she believes this sentiment can be
changed. In addition, she plainly states that often we cannot differentiate races solely based on
what we see. If one lacks the melanin and stereotypical phenotypes that became hallmarks of
blackness, one can “pass” for white and therefore, because of these people, race as a physical
attribute was tenuous at best. However, this was the way that it was most often identified. But as
Michelle M. Wright states:

“Black AfterLives Matter | Boston Review.”
James Weldon Johnson, George Schuyler, Nella Larsen, and Jessie Fauset are just a few of the Black writers who
wrote passing novels during the beginning of the twentieth century.
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Indeed, the concept of Blackness as located in the body cannot be sustained by any
serious further investigation because simple observation reveals a broad variety of Black
bodies. Many of those bodies can “pass for white” or another ethnicity; many of those
bodies do not identify as Black, although they “look” Black to us; and those bodies may
in turn encounter other bodies—for example, African Americans touring their ancestral
homeland in Ghana—and reject the notion that African Americans are Black, ironically
based (at least partially) on perceived physical differences.18
Wright concludes that Blackness is not a physical attribute. As this is the way that it is usually
defined, especially by the dominant culture, she wrestles with a worthy and affirming definition.
She is not alone in this important pursuit. Wright, like Hopkins, believed that Black people
deserved the right to define our culture and ourselves. In similar fashion, Hopkins also believed
that it was hypocritical of the dominant culture to lament the difficult task of separating the
races, largely because it was a problem they created, mostly through sexual assault. After all,
those who have no rights can surely not consent. Not that consent was needed or even sought. By
the time Hopkins came along, miscegenation had already been firmly woven into the fabric of
American society. As Deborah E. McDowell writes in her introduction to Of One Blood, “Of
course, by this point in American history, the blood of the “cognate nations” had already been
flowing freely with that of the “lower races.” Indeed, the argument, propounded throughout the
narrative in various guises, is that the blood has flown so freely between the races that any
attempt to sort and separate them was inevitably confounded. The three protagonists in Of One
Blood are all passing in some way, unknowingly or otherwise. That Reuel, Dianthe, and Aubrey
are all ultimately revealed to be children of both the same father and mother—the one “white,”
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the other “black"—establishes their “kinship” in a single racial “family” (Loc 105-110).
Therefore, these “ocular logics” were really quite useless in regard to their original purpose.
hence the “of one blood” part of the novel’s title.19 As for the subtitle, Cynthia Schrager suggests
that Hopkins translates the “notion of a hidden self from the intrapsychic field … to the social
field.”20 Basically, the hidden self usually refers to interiority; the mind and its thoughts.
Hopkins kept this meaning but also expanded it to be an allusion to Dubois’s theory of double
consciousness: Black people were largely defined by how the dominant culture saw them and
often turned this vision back onto themselves. At the same time, they had their own vision of
their lives and communities. It was this “hidden self” that Hopkins believed needed to be
exposed. At the same time, with Aubrey Livingston, one of the protagonists, Hopkins exposes
the “hidden self at the foundation of Anglo-American subjectivity and the suppression of the
truth of miscegenation upon which the color line depends.” In this way, Hopkins uses the novel
to explore the interiority of Black people and white people alike. Further, the “hidden self
“serves Hopkins simultaneously as a “metaphor for the suppressed history of oppressive social
and familial relations under the institution of slavery” (Schrager196). As Michel Rolph-Trouillot
writes, “we are never as steeped in history as when we pretend not to be”21 He goes on to claim,
“the ultimate mark of power may be its invisibility; the ultimate challenge, the exposition of its
roots.” It is this discussion that Hopkins enters with Of One Blood. Black people and white
people have been intimately intertwined since our arrival (forcible or otherwise) on this
continent. The denial of this lies at the heart of our struggles as a nation. Ultimately, until we
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accept this as a nation, we will continue to have institutionalized racial discrimination and
oppression. The myth of segregation keeps Jim Crow in place. Still, McDowell correctly states:
While Hopkins is clearly critical of racist pseudo-science, her goal in Of One Blood is
clearly not to abandon race thinking entirely. As a devotee of W. E. B. Du Bois, Hopkins
was rather more inclined to devise a usable conception of race such as Du Bois attempted
to outline in such controversial essays as “The Conservation of Races” (1897) and “The
Concept of Race” (1940). In the former, first presented as an address to the American
Negro Academy, he defined race as a “vast family of human beings, generally of
common blood and language, always of common history, traditions, and impulses, who
are both voluntarily and involuntarily striving together for the accomplishment of certain
more or less vividly conceived ideals of life” (Loc 161-171).
For all the previously aforementioned reasons, Hopkins rejected the idea that race was solely
found on the body. Du Bois’s interest in racial commonality struck a chord in Hopkins. In 1900,
a mere two years before Hopkins began publishing the serialized version of this novel in Colored
American Magazine, W.E.B. Du Bois gave his address to the Pan African Conference in London,
22

“The question as to how far differences of race-which show themselves chiefly in the color of

the skin and the texture of the hair-will hereafter be made the basis to denying to over half the
world the right of sharing to their utmost ability the opportunities and privileges of modern
civilization” Du Bois argued, using his platform to highlight the preposterous nature of
institutionalized racism. Despite the forced and often fantastical separation of the races, everyone
wanted similar things in life: liberty and the pursuit of happiness. It just so happened that Black
people, as an oppressed demographic, were forced to work toward the happiness of the dominant
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culture, often at the detriment of their own. Hopkins wrote the novel in part so that she could
extol the virtues and value of Africa’s past grandeur. In doing so, Black people in the United
States would have a shared glory in which to attach and cement their self-worth, beyond the
horrors and continued oppression they continued to endure in their current state. Further, this
excavated genealogy would place Black people in a timeline currently denied to them. As Cedric
Robinson writes, “The construction of the Negro, unlike the terms “African,” “Moor,” or
“Ethiope” suggested no situatedness in time, that is history, or space, that is ethno-or politicogeography. The Negro had no civilization, no cultures, no religions, no history, no place, and
finally no humanity that might command consideration.”23 Hopkins offers her novel as a
corrective to this; one that may be read by a larger percentage of the populace than treatises or
historical tomes. Doing so also provides Black people with a glorious future, a way forward that
lifts them out of subjugation and quite possibly, racial capitalism. After all, this is the house that
slavery built. Full enfranchisement may very well mean the creation of a whole new societal
structure; this goes way beyond ideas of national apologies and reparations. Hopkins uses her
three protagonists Aubrey, Dianthe, and Reuel to illuminate the folly of post-emancipation racebased discrimination. In “The Negro Digs up his Past,” Arthur Schomburg urges Black
Americans to create counter-narratives and counter-memory to mainstream narratives as the way
toward a fully enfranchised future:
The American Negro must remake his past in order to make his future. Though it is
orthodox to think of America as the one country where it is unnecessary to have a past,
what is a luxury for the nation as a whole becomes a prime social necessity for the Negro.
For him, a group tradition must supply compensation for persecution, and pride of race
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the antidote for prejudice. History must restore what slavery took away, for it is the social
damage of slavery that the present generations must repair and offset (670).
I chose the first sentence of this quote as an epigraph because it fully encompasses Hopkins’s
goal. This ‘social damage’ caused by slavery rendered America a diseased nation from day one.
Slavery severed genealogical ties and historical excavation can undo some of that damage while
giving our nation as a whole a way forward. Also, the main thing that binds Black Americans
together in the national imagination is the shared past of abject dehumanization and subsequent
disenfranchisement. Black Americans are viewed as a uniform people born of the struggle
created by slavery. Our bodies and lives are always against this backdrop. As a result, we are
specters of a past made flesh; very visible reminders of a time in American history that the
dominant culture consistently demands that we forget. Schomburg and Hopkins propose that
Black Americans nurture a shared pride in our culture and history, despite the difficulties that we
may face while living in a country that systematically de-values us. This pride is hard-won; and
the history must be painstakingly uncovered as it has been buried and silenced in service to the
slave economy, that continues to inform and finance our national values. Therefore, prior injuries
inflicted upon the collective Black community combined with continued varying levels of
disenfranchisement can be overcome with historical knowledge and cultural pride. Jon-Cristian
Suggs, at one point of his introduction to Whispered Consolation asks, “At what point do you
lose control of your own story?” 24 Although Suggs ruminates specifically about narrative
ownership here, this question also applies to the Black experience in general. The dominant
culture maintains its position because Black people have, historically speaking, not controlled
our story. Nineteenth and early twentieth-century Black writers sought to change that with their
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art and activism, which was usually one and the same. Similarly, a few decades after Hopkins,
Frantz Fanon wrote that, “In the World through which I travel, I am endlessly creating myself.25
This quote appears at the end of Black Skin, White Masks; it is a hopeful sentiment after two
hundred pages of Fanon’s psychoanalysis of the black American/diasporan condition. The phrase
comes after he makes a case against black people situating ourselves in a westernized past in
hopes of creating a parallel humanity. Stuart Hall writes, “As Fanon constantly reminded us, the
epistemic violence is both outside and inside...That is why it is a question, not only of “black
skin” but of Black Skin, White Masks-the internalizing of the self-as-other.26 This is the effect of
double consciousness. Further, the ‘hidden self’ is shaped by this dual vision. Masks obfuscate
and this can also be a good thing, especially when one thinks of Edouard Glissant and his theory
of opacity: “The opaque is not the obscure…it is that which cannot be reduced.”27 Though
Hopkins hopes to expose interiority, she does so in hopes of finding common ground among the
races; it is an attempt to strip away the veil while fleshing out the Negro-society’s villain. In this
way, Hopkins differs from Fanon. He writes, “We are convinced that it would be of enormous
interest to discover a black literature or architecture from the third century before Christ. We
would be overjoyed to learn of the existence of a correspondence between some black
philosopher and Plato.” Further, he argues that he is “not a prisoner of History. I must not look
for the meaning of my destiny in that direction. I must constantly remind myself that the real leap
consists of introducing invention into life.”28 It seems that these statements more than any others
Fanon makes really highlight the differences a couple of decades can make in intellectual

25

Black Skin, White Masks, p. 204.
“New Ethnicities.” Stuart Hall: Critical Dialogues in Cultural Studies. Ed. David Morley and Kuan-Hsing Chen,
445.
27
Poetics of Relation, 191.
28
Ibid; p. 204-205.
26

55

thought. While both authors believe they need to control their own narratives, Hopkins would
disagree with Fanon’s views regarding history. In fact, by highlighting ancient sub-Saharan
African splendor, Hopkins is engaging in correctional historiography or what LaRose Parris calls
“African historiographical restoration”29 It may be ideologically fictionalized, as was the
convention of her time, but her text clearly states, “we created the foundation for civilization,
both classical and modern, and will continue to be architects of our futures.” Hopkins and her ilk
used art as a conduit for their cultural activism. To do so, they had to navigate the pernicious
publishing industry. In Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination, literary
critic Toni Morrison explores the nonwhite presence in white literature in order to explore what
she calls “intellectual domination." She muses:
Just as the formation of the nation necessitated coded language and purposeful restriction
to deal with the racial disingenuousness and moral frailty at its heart, so too did the
literature, whose founding characteristics extend into the twentieth century, reproduce the
necessity for codes and restriction. Through significant and underscored omissions,
startling contradictions, heavily nuanced conflicts, through the way writers peopled their
work with the signs and bodies of this presence-one can see that a real or fabricated
Africanist presence was crucial to their sense of Americanness.30
Morrison highlights two key issues ways the dominant culture utilized literature and publishing:
to reproduce societal restrictions in fiction or otherwise and to paint a very clear picture of
American as white. Morrison also connects the publishing industry and white American
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literature itself to the very foundation of the United States. Therefore, one cannot separate white
American literature from social inequality. They are one and the same; each serving the other.
As Michael A. Gomez states, “Antiquity reminds us that modernity could not have been
predicted, that Africans were not always under the heel but were in fact, at the forefront of
human civilization. Second, antiquity reminds us that the African Diaspora did not begin with the
slave trades.”31 This is one of the main ideas that Hopkins stresses with her novel. She
particularly uses the character of Reuel as a surrogate in order to explore ancient Nubian history
as well as modern African potential. Aubrey, Reuel, and Dianthe are all born to an enslaved
woman and a plantation owner. Even so, they know nothing of their shared heritage which
facilitates their deadly love triangle. We first encounter Aubrey Livingston in Reuel Briggs’
room at Harvard University. Hopkins describes him as “a tall man with the beautiful face of a
Greek God” whose “sculptured features did not inspire confidence.” He enters the scene banging
on Reuel’s door while yelling “I know you are there; open, open, you son of Erebus! You
inhospitable Turk!” At that moment, Aubrey becomes Reuel’s savior, as the other man sat in the
dark contemplating suicide. Hopkins begins the novel with mentions of many ancient Greek
Deities and their attributes. Erebus is a god of darkness and chaos and seems to be a symbol here
for Reuel's character. Further, the term “Turk” has been used since the rise of empire as a
description of a foreigner, especially an uncivilized one, basically “anyone behaving barbarically
or savagely.”32 Therefore, it appears that Hopkins foreshadows Aubrey’s knowledge of Reuel’s
greatest secret: he is a Negro. Interestingly enough, Hopkins chooses not to disclose how
Hopkins comes across his knowledge of Reuel’s heritage. This insider knowledge forms the
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foundation of Aubrey and Reuel’s relationship. While Aubrey doles out financial support and
fashions himself as Reuel’s best friend, the imbalance in their relationship is staggering. Aubrey
could ruin Reuel with just one hint of his secret. However, at the beginning of the novel, Reuel
remains ignorant of the danger he faces. Regardless, Aubrey uses his insider knowledge to toy
with Reuel. Aubrey asks Reuel, “what do you think of the Negro problem?” (Loc 372) This idea
of a ‘Negro Problem’ exploded post-emancipation. Nathaniel Southgate Shaler was a famous
Harvard educated evolutionary paleontologist and student of Louis Agassiz. He also served in
the civil war. In an article published in The Atlantic Monthly, he wrote,
The insensate greed of our ancestors took this simple folk from their dark land and placed
them in our fields and by our firesides. Here they have multiplied to millions and have
been forced without training into the duties of a citizenship that often puzzles the brains
of those who were trained by their ancestry to a sense of its obligations.33
This article painted a heavily romanticized view of the relationship between enslaved people and
their so-called owners. Several times Shaler refers to American slavery as gentle, benevolent,
and lacking in fear, especially between house servants and their overlords. He does this even as
he acknowledges that the system “had the faults inherent in any system of subjugation and
mastery among men.” He goes on,
He could not be sold, but he could be turned off; his family could not be severed at the
auction block, but they were more often parted by the death that came from the want of
the watchful eye of a foresightful master, or by poverty. He was no longer crushed, but he
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was left without help to rise. To the mass of those born in slavery the change was one of
no profit.
Shaler then systematically relates the “results” of other experiments of granting Black people
freedom. He calls Haiti a failure that resulted in “savagery with a little veneer of European
customs.” Jamaica is painted as “settling down toward barbarism” with “nothing left but the grip
of the British rule to keep it from falling to the state of the sister isle.” He published this very
long-winded article just twenty years after emancipation and less than fifteen years before
W.E.B. DuBois would publish “The Strivings of the Negro People” where he first introduced his
theory of double consciousness, a year after Booker T. Washington’s “The Awakening of the
Negro.”34 The Atlantic, then The Atlantic Monthly, was founded in Boston in 1857 and had a
readership that included people of all races. Du Bois’s theory would appear again in The Souls of
Black Folk in 1903, during the time Hopkins’s serialization of One Blood. Opposing Shaler and
company’s views, Dubois wrote: “The shadow of a mighty Negro past flits through the tale of
Ethiopia the Shadowy and of Egypt the Sphinx. Through history, the powers of single black men
flash here and there like falling stars, and die sometimes before the world has rightly gauged
their brightness.”35 He believed the ‘Negro Problem’ was a problem that white people created
and therefore it was up to them to fix. And like Hopkins, Du Bois linked the modern Negro to
ancient African civilizations. Agassiz himself wrote a letter in which he lamented,
Conceive for a moment the difference it would make in future ages, for the prospect of
republican institutions and our civilization generally, if instead of the manly population
descended from cognate nations the United States should hereafter be inhabited by the
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effeminate progeny of mixed races, half Indian, half Negro, sprinkled with white blood
… How shall we eradicate the stigma of a lower race when its blood has once been
allowed to flow freely into that of our children?36
An unnamed staff writer at the Colored American Magazine wrote this in response to the
pervasive idea that miscegenation made Black people smarter and more civilized,
“The Anglo-Saxon lays claim to being a great race, but note how his greatness has come
about. He has married and intermarried, until it is now a misnomer to call him an AngloSaxon. Not only is his blood a mixture, but his civilization as well. He is a Jew in
religion, a Roman in jurisprudence, a Greek in art and philosophy. He borrowed his
alphabet from the Phoenicians, his figures from the Arab, his gunpowder from the
Turk.”37
This writer seeks to dismantle two pillars of whiteness: the idea of racial (blood) purity and that
of cultural innovation and superiority. Basically, whiteness is built on a foundation of sand.
Nothing original has been created and purity never existed. Further, everything gained through
whiteness derives from illicit means; hoarded away from others. And is that in any way related to
his “whiteness” and believing that he has the right to whatever he wants, including another
(Negro) man’s beloved? After all, it is possible that Aubrey plots against Reuel so easily because
he does not hold him in the same esteem as a “fellow” white man.
Early in the novel, Dianthe has an accident which places her in a state similar to
suspended animation. Reuel, a doctor, appears to bring her back from the dead. He intends to
“Marry her before she awakens to consciousness of her identity” (Loc 755). Interestingly
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enough, he does so by using mystical techniques learned from such tomes as “The Unclassified
Residuum.” Here, “Hopkins turned to mesmerism, which was then being called “the new
psychology,” even though this may have seemed an unlikely base from which to mount a
challenge to racist conceptions of African-American identity” (Loc 118-119). As such, Reuel
gains both disdain for his methods and a new respect for his results, but as we all know, respect
does not pay the bills. Thus, he remains poor. Dianthe, having gained a second chance at life, has
lost her memory; and with it her negro identity. With her fair skin, everyone assumes her to be a
white woman. Only Reuel and Aubrey know the truth. She has forgotten her heritage and is
being led by these two men who have their own agendas. During a social gathering, Dianthe
places her “white fingers” on the keys and sang “Slowly, tremulously at first, pealed forth the
notes: “Go down, Moses, way down in Egypt’s land, Tell ol’ Pharaoh, let my people go.” (loc
1039-1040). This is the same song she sang when we first encounter her at the concert hall this
song serves as a metaphor for Dianthe’s mental chains. Further, “A weird contralto, veiled as it
were, rising and falling upon every wave of the great soprano, and reaching the ear as from some
strange distance. The singer sang on, her voice dropping sweet and low, the echo following it,
and at the closing word, she fell back in a dead faint” (loc 1043-1045). What is the meaning of
these double voices? Are they metaphors for double consciousness and/or the choice between
passing or remaining a negro? Or does it represent the dysphoria one has when they decide to
pass but still have all their cultural memory of being a negro? Or in Dianthe's case, the double
voices can also represent her ancestry/ancestors while she embodies the “one blood of the human
family” as she represents both races at different points in the novel.
Reuel intends to lock her down (non-consensually or otherwise) before she remembers this,
maybe because he believes that his apparent whiteness will seem more attractive to her. When
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her memories return, Aubrey uses this against Dianthe in his seduction attempt, telling her that
Reuel would not accept her if he knew she was a black woman. Here, consciousness is doing
double duty. Of course, on the surface, Dianthe lost her memory; she accepts her perceived
whiteness because she does not know any better. Her true (Negro) self is hidden. Hopkins is
stating that blackness is borne of a lived experience; it is, for all intents and purposes, a mental
condition. Similarly, Michelle Wright posits,
Blackness cannot be located on the body because of the diversity of bodies that claim
Blackness as an identity. Blackness, then, is largely a matter of perception or—as
performance studies theorist E. Patrick Johnson observes—made up of moments of
performance in which performers understand their bodies as Black” (Loc 87-91).
Once Dianthe loses her memory, she stops identifying as a Black woman. Her racial performance
halts. And though she performs an old Negro spiritual, the crowd does not view her performance
as a mark of Blackness, especially when viewing her white skin. In fact, one reveler remarks
that, “Mrs. Briggs has the soul of an artiste. She would make a perfect prima donna for the Grand
Opera,” (Loc 1045-1046). The man’s use of the Opera is surely racially coded as a seemingly
white woman would be more aligned with the opera than a church choir. Also, Black women,
with some notable exceptions,38 were systematically denied the opportunity to sing opera in the
nineteenth and early twentieth century United States.39 Either way, Dianthe’s lack of Black
performativity and light skin marks her as white. Similarly, Reuel engages in a double
performance: he is performing whiteness as a masking of his blackness. It is this double
“Matilda Sissieretta Jones | American Opera Singer,” Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed February 16, 2019,
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performance upon which Aubrey preys. Aubrey tells Reuel about “an expedition just about
starting from England for Africa; its final destination is, I believe, the site of ancient Ethiopian
cities; its object to unearth buried cities and treasure which the shifting sands of Sahara have
buried for centuries.
Reading this, I had a moment when I thought, is Aubrey literally trying to send Reuel
back to Africa?! He continues: “the salary is large, but you must sign for two years; that is my
reason for not mentioning it before. It bids fair to be a wonderful venture and there will be plenty
of glory for those who return, beside the good it will do to the Negro race if it proves the success
in discovery that scholars predict. I don’t advise you to even consider this opportunity, but you
asked for my help and this is all I can offer at present” (Loc 947-950). This gives Aubrey time to
move in on Dianthe, the true treasure. When Aubrey goads Reuel by stating: “it is in your hands.
You will choose love and poverty I suppose; I should” (Loc 953-954). To save face and so as to
give Dianthe the life he believes she deserves, Reuel agrees to the voyage, thus playing right into
Aubrey's hands. Aubrey then hires a black man named Jim to make sure Reuel dies during the
expedition. Jim is described as “a Negro of the old régime who felt that the Anglo-Saxon was
appointed by God to rule over the African.” He showed his thoughts in his obsequious manner,
his subservient “massa,” and his daily conversation with those about him. Jim superintended the
arrangement of the table of the exploring party, haggled over prices with the hucksters, quarreled
with the galley cooks and ended by doing all the cooking for his party in addition to keeping his
eye on “Massa Briggs.” (Loc 1155-1159). Ultimately, Jim and Reuel find the treasure but also
find themselves victim to booby trapping. Believing their deaths to be imminent, Jim tells Reuel
that he has married his sister and his half-brother, the only person who knows his secret, has
ordered his death: “I have said it. Dianthe Lusk is your own sister, the half-sister of Aubrey
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Livingston, who is your half-brother” (Loc 2186-2187). There are some serious biblical parallels
here as Hopkins tackles the very taboo subject of incest. When Jim finally dies, Reuel thinks,
“The evil that men do lives after them” this is a direct quote from Act 3, Scene 2 of William
Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. Hopkins uses this quote for several reasons: Julius Caesar is a story
about the betrayal of trust. At its most superficial, so is Of One Blood. Aubrey is Reuel’s chosen
brother; keeper of his secret, protector of his bride and supposed giver of opportunities. Instead,
he is a betrayer, a murderer. Further, Reuel, in his quest for vengeance, is also determined to
destroy Aubrey’s legacy, as the second part of Shakespeare’s quote is: “the good is oft interred
with their bones. Anything good Aubrey did will die with him. On a larger scale, this quote also
applies to white America. Right after Reuel says this Shakespearian quote to himself, he “cursed
with a mighty curse the bond that bound him to the white race of his native land” (Loc 21962197). This is the first time that Reuel laments any connection to whiteness, including Aubrey
and his own heritage. After she learns of Aubrey’s betrayal, Dianthe flees and stumbles upon an
old black woman in the woods. This woman is her kin, Hannah. Hannah gives Dianthe the oral
history of her family: “Hain’t it these arms done nussed ev’ry Livingston? I knowed your
mother, child; for all you’re married to Marse Aubrey, you isn’t a white ’ooman” (Loc 23222324). When Dianthe agrees, Hannah tells her story:
I was born on de Livingston place, an’ bein’ a purty likely gal, was taken to de big house
when I was a tot. I was trained by ol’ Miss’. As soon as I was growed up, my mistress
changed in her treatment of me, for she soon knowed of my relations with massa, an’ she
was hurt to de heart, po’ ’ooman. Mira was de onlies’ child of ten that my massa lef ’ me
for my comfort; all de res’ were sold away to raise de mor’gage off de prop’rty (Loc
2328-2332).
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Hannah worked in the house and was repeatedly raped by the plantation owner. She bore him ten
children and he sold nine of them to pay his bills and keep the house. Mira, Hanna’s “comfort”
was then in a relationship (raped by) the plantation owner’s son and had three children: Reuel,
Dianthe and Aubrey. In this way, Mira is “charged with the reproduction of persons as well as
the birthing of nations.”40 When the “mistress’s” baby dies in childbirth, Hannah switches Mira’s
baby, Aubrey, with hers. Therefore, Aubrey grows up believing he is white and enjoys all the
entitlements thereof. Hannah helps raise her own grandchild to be her oppressor who is also
ignorant of his true lineage. The irony here is that this entire bloodline is descended from ancient
Ethiopian royalty. Hannah acknowledges that incest happened during slavery because bloodlines
were either unknown and/or not respected by plantation owners (Loc 2335). Both of Dianthe’s
suitors are her blood brothers. This says a lot about bloodlines and what we lost during slavery.
But the twist is that the protagonists are able to recover their bloodlines and parts of their lost
culture. Hannah, their grandmother, claimed each of the children for “the great Osiris” and as a
result, they all have a lotus-lily shaped birthmark on their chest that literally marks them as kin
and blessed by the old gods. In fact, Dianthe’s name, “flower of the gods in Hebrew, is a nod to
this part of their heritage. Interestingly, Osiris is the god of death and ruler of the underworld.
This makes sense of all of Dianthe’s “idiosyncrasies” which include remembering negro
spirituals even when her memory was lost, maintaining connections to the spirit world, including
Mira, her mother. Dianthe straddles the veil. Once Reuel becomes aware of Aubrey’s treachery,
Ai presents Reuel with more fantastical Ethiopian technology: “Presently the water seemed to
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darken, and he saw distinctly the canoe containing Aubrey, Molly and Dianthe gliding over the
water. He started back aghast, crying out, “It is magical!” “No, no, Ergamenes, this is a secret of
Nature. In this disk I can show thee what thou wilt of the past. In the water of the font we see the
future. Think of a face, a scene—I will reflect it for thee on this disk. This is an old secret,
known to Ethiopia, Egypt, and Arabia centuries ago. I can reflect the past and the faces of those
passed away, but the living and the future are cast by the water” (Loc 1959-1963). Ai is quick to
correct Reuel; what looks like magic to him is actually ancient African technology. Here, Reuel
is positioned as the primitive next to the greatly advanced African. Dianthe reassures her
brother/husband, “I am not dead, my husband; but I am lost to you. Not of my own seeking has
this treachery been to thee, O beloved. The friend into whose care you gave me has acquired the
power over me that you alone possessed, the power sacred to our first meeting and our happy
love. Why did you leave me in the power of a fiend in human shape, to search for gold? There
are worse things in life than poverty.” (loc 2000-2004) Dianthe communicates with Reuel across
space, using ancient African technology unknown to the rest of the world. She also rebukes
Reuel for choosing money over spending time with her. This is in direct opposition to Aubrey’s
insistence that Reuel needed money to support Dianthe and shield her from any she may
experience if her race became known: “You forget your own words: ‘Tramps, stray dogs and
Negroes—,’” he quoted significantly. “Then there is your professional career to be considered,—
you mean honorable, do you not?— How can you succeed if it be hinted abroad that you are
married to a Negress? (Locs. 752-754).” As she dies, Dianthe sees and hears her ancestors, the
literal embodiment of her bloodline:
The unseen mass must have been the disembodied souls of every age since Time began,
so vast the rush and strong the footfalls. And then the chant of thousands of voices
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swelling in rich, majestic choral tones, joined in the thundering crash. It was the welcome
of ancient Ethiopia to her dying daughter of the royal line. Upspringing from her couch,
as through the air the mighty hallelujah sounded, Dianthe with frantic gestures and wild
distended eyes, cried: “I see them now! the glorious band! Welcome, great masters of the
world’s first birth! All hail, my royal ancestors—Candace, Semiramis, Dido, Solomon,
David and the great kings of early days, and the great masters of the world of song. O,
what long array of souls divine, lit with immortal fire from heaven itself! O, let me kneel
to thee!” (loc 2460-2466)
Dianthe receives a noble welcome into the afterlife. Aubrey, her brother and murderer, does not.
Dianthe also subverts the “tragic mulatto” trope because she is unashamed of her blackness.41
She does not attempt to pass; not intentionally. In fact, Hopkins’ lays out almost every aspect of
this trope with the three protagonists. With Grandma Hannah’s tale, the secondary meaning of
One Blood comes into play. All three of these characters represent a different part of the race
conundrum: Reuel, a man who knows he is a negro but passes as white; Dianthe, a woman who
could pass as white but chooses not to, then loses her memory and accepts everyone’s
assumptions of her whiteness before she then recovers her memory and with it, her black
identity; Aubrey who grew up secure in his whiteness, only to have security ripped from him.
Unlike Reuel, Dianthe is putting her blackness center stage, literally. She is also the embodiment
of the greatest fear born of miscegenation: not knowing if the negro is within. Meanwhile, Reuel
discovers that his birthmark literally marks him as the next Ethiopian king. Thus, his bloodline is
traced all the way back to an ancient African civilization and Reuel is cast as a savior. This is
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clearly an allusion to Psalms 68:31: “Princes shall come out of Egypt; Ethiopia shall soon stretch
out her hands unto God.” Ethiopianism was originally the idea “that Africa would be delivered
from the “darkness of hea-thenism.” Over time it became “a promise that Africa [would] …
experience a dramatic political, industrial, and economic renaissance” or that the “black man
[would] rule the world.”42 Reuel’s name literally means friend of God in Hebrew. As such, he is
meant to fulfill the hope held out to the faithful worshippers of the true God that Ethiopia should
stretch forth her hand unto Eternal Goodness, and that then her glory should again dazzle the
world.” Here Hopkins connects the return of African glory with that of the Christian god’s will.
Hopkins exposes white America’s “hidden self” by subverting the trope of the tragic mulatto
while undermining the idea of white purity with the rampant miscegenation throughout the text.
The incest serves as a cautionary tale for what black people were forced through during slavery
but also what can continue to happen as a result of buried/hidden bloodlines. Above it all is the
treasure of Africa, mother of us all, waiting for us to claim her with pride. During Reuel’s
voyage to Africa, Hopkins used the character of Professor Stone, the British leader of the
expedition, to school both Reuel and the reader about African history. He says,
It is undoubtedly true that from its position as the capital of Ethiopia and the enterpret of
trade between the North and South, between the East and West, Meroe must have held
vast treasures. African caravans poured ivory, frankincense, and gold into the city. My
theory is that somewhere under those pyramids we shall find invaluable records and
immense treasure” (Loc 1273-1276).
Reuel argues, “Your theories may be true, Professor, but if so, your discoveries will establish the
primal existence of the Negro as the most ancient source of all that you value in modern life,
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even antedating Egypt. How can the Anglo-Saxon world bear the establishment of such a theory?
There was a hidden note of sarcasm in his voice which the others did not notice” (Loc 12761278). The professor shuts him down by saying, “You and I, Briggs, know that the theories of
prejudice are swept away by the great tide of facts. It is a fact that Egypt drew from Ethiopia all
the arts, sciences, and knowledge of which she was mistre noss. The very soil of Egypt was
pilfered by the Nile from the foundations of Meroe. I have even thought,” he continued
meditatively, “that black was the original color of man in prehistoric times. You remember that
Adam was made from the earth; what more natural than that he should have retained the color of
the earth? What puzzles me is not the origin of the Blacks, but of the Whites (Loc 1279-1283).
They have this discussion in the city of Meroe which was part of the kingdom of Kush. There is
even a shout out to Ergamenes who was king of Kush in the second century BCE. Here, in a bit
of foreshadowing, Hopkins links Reuel with this ancient king. Also, Hopkins makes it very clear
that Reuel knows nothing about Ancient Africa and the origins of man. In this way, she uses him
as a proxy for the diaspora. Meroe, like Egypt, also has pyramids; they are called the Nubian
pyramids due to their sub-Saharan location. This fact is still lesser known in popular culture
because pyramids have become synonymous with Egyptians who are often aligned with the
middle east in an effort to erase their Africanness.43 Stone tells him, “For three thousand years
the world has been mainly indebted for its advancement to the Romans, Greeks, Hebrews,
Germans and Anglo-Saxons; but it was otherwise in the first years. Babylon and Egypt—Nimrod
and Mizraim—both descendants of Ham—led the way and acted as the pioneers of mankind in
the untrodden fields of knowledge. The Ethiopians, therefore, manifested great superiority over
all the nations among whom they dwelt, and their name became illustrious throughout Europe,
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Asia, and Africa. “The father of this distinguished race was Cush, the grandson of Noah, an
Ethiopian.44 Charlie is incredulous at this speech. Here Hopkins is making the connection
between the so-called cursed sons of Ham and the great architects of modern civilization. Charlie
is stunned. He replies:
Great Scott!” cried Charlie, “you don’t mean to tell me that all this was done by
niggers?” The Professor smiled. Being English, he could not appreciate Charlie’s horror
at its full value. Undoubtedly your Afro-Americans are a branch of the wonderful and
mysterious Ethiopians who had a prehistoric existence of magnificence, the full record of
which is lost in obscurity.45
So many things are happening here: the curse of Ham and the lack of civilization are two of the
main excuses given for the rightness of slavery. Further, England abolished slavery in 1833,
some thirty-two years before the United States.46 Therefore, Professor Stone, the English
expedition leader is painted as a more benevolent force between the two. In fact, the professor is
the one to make the connection between the “Afro-Americans and the ancient civilizations. He
even notes that the history is lost, specifically using the word “obscurity,” hinting that the history
is hidden, another play on Hopkins’s subtitle. Further, if something is lost, then theoretically it
can be found. One of the major themes of this text is that people of African descent must uncover
our past in order to create a future that mirrors our historical grandeur. Ultimately, when they
find the treasure, Reuel’s wealthy, white companion Charlie Vance is surprised, mostly because
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he considered Africa “A played-out hole in the ground” (Loc 2148). This is an allusion to the
consistent rape and theft of Africa for its people and riches culminating in the so-called scramble
for Africa which began in the late 19th century. Finally, in using the term “niggers,” Hopkins,
through her character Charlie, calls attention to the shocking juxtaposition of the African past
and present. Reuel experiences a bit of this when he meets Ai, the high minister and advisor to
the king. Reuel becomes the embodiment of Ergamenes (loc 1872): in fact, when queen Candace
meets him, he is treated as the reincarnated figure of the old king, one who has yet to remember
his past self. He is made undead and eternal simultaneously. In fact, Ai, his high minister, insists
on calling Reuel Ergamenes. In his talks with Ai, Reuel encounters another kind of double
consciousness: the way he is seen by a native African who lacks all the baggage of transatlantic
slavery and its afterlives. Ai tells him, “At our feet the mightiest nations have worshipped,
paying homage to our kings, and all nations have sought the honor of alliance with our royal
families because of our strength, grandeur, riches and wisdom. Tell me of all the degradation that
has befallen the unfortunate sons of Ham.” Then in the deep, mysterious silence of the night,
Reuel gave in minutest detail the story of the Negro, reciting with dramatic effect the history of
the wrongs endured by the modern Ethiopian.47 As a result, “Reuel bowed his head in assent,
while over his face passed a flush of shame. He felt keenly now the fact that he had played the
coward’s part in hiding his origin. What though obstacles were many, some way would have
been shown him to surmount the difficulties of caste prejudice” (Loc 1764-1766). Here, once
exposed to the majesty of Ai’s tales about his ancestors, Reuel regrets his choice to pass for
white. Reuel passes in hopes of circumventing what Christina Sharpe calls “post-slavery
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subjectivity.48 As such, he passes for white and is granted the opportunity to study medicine at
Harvard University; this sets off the chain of events that leads to Reuel bringing Dianthe “back to
life.” Ai explains to Reuel the reason he need not be ashamed: “And yet, from Ethiopia came all
the arts and cunning inventions that make your modern glory. At our feet, the mightiest nations
have worshipped, paying homage to our kings, and all nations have sought the honor of alliance
with our royal families because of our strength, grandeur, riches and wisdom” (Loc 1766-1768).
On the other hand, Ai is interested in the fate of the estranged African remnant. On the other
hand, his use of the name Ham links his civilization to Christianity. Ai and Reuel swap
genealogies, in some ways fulfilling an innermost wish that most Black people have, to share our
history and to know the one from which we were removed. Ai also enjoys sharing the splendors
of Telassar: “The decorations of the hall are prepared natural flowers; that is, floral garlands are
subjected to the fumes of the crystal material covering them like a film and preserving their
natural appearance. This is a process handed down from the earliest days of Ethiopian greatness.
I am told that the modern world has not yet solved this simple process,” he said with a gentle
smile of ridicule (Loc.1781-1784).” Here Hopkins shows that the African city holds ancient
technologies that modern civilization has yet to decode, similar to the building of the pyramids.
After Reuel “gave in minutest detail the story of the Negro, reciting with dramatic effect the
history of the wrongs endured by the modern Ethiopian”, Ai educated Reuel about the nation he
would soon lead, “‘We are a singular people, governed by a female monarch, all having the same
name, Candace, and a Council of twenty-five Sages, who are educated for periodical visits to the
outer world. Queen Candace is a virgin queen who waits the coming of Ergamenes to inaugurate
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a dynasty of kings. Our virgins live within the inner city, and from among them Candace chooses
her successor at intervals of fifteen years’” (Loc 1770-1774). The Candaces “become” the
ancient queen candace waiting for her Ergamenes. It is the hereditary title of the queens of
Ethiopia, as mentioned in Acts in the New Testament. It is apparently derived from Cushitic kdke
meaning "queen mother." Telassar is known as the “inner city” a nod to its hidden nature.
Candace is essentially Dianthe’s doppelganger. They look very similar and would appear
interchangeable, but it seems Hopkins is making a case for very strong genes. Little is known
about Mira, the trio’s mother. In spite of this, she provides the novel with some of its most
fantastical moments. For example, Aubrey unknowingly tells the story of his mother, Mira at a
Halloween early in the text. He frames the tale as a horror story. Mira was his “mother’s” maid,
whom his father would often put into trances. Here, Aubrey casually makes the link between
enslavement and the advancement of modern medicine: “My father was Dr. Aubrey Livingston
too,” began Aubrey, “and he owned a large plantation of slaves. My father was deeply interested
in the science of medicine” (Loc. 837-838). Aubrey begins his tale,
“One day there was a great dinner party given at our place, and the elite of the county
were bidden. It was about two years before the civil war, and our people were not
expecting war; thinking that all unpleasantness must end in their favor, they gave little
heed to the ominous rumble of public opinion that was arising at the North, but went on
their way in all their pride of position and wealth without a care for the future.
Aubrey blithely outlines southern arrogance in regard to slavery. It is also interesting that he
refers to Mira as a maid and a “serious, rather sad Negress” but not a slave. His father demands
that Mira look into the future as a form of entertainment for the crowd. Mira literally translates to
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‘look’ in Spanish. It also sounds like mirror, which is ironic since she seemed to reflect their
greatest fears: the fragility of their slave-owning position. Mira prophesies:
All the women will be widows and the men shall sleep in early graves. They come from
the north, from the east, from the west, they sweep to the gulf through a trail of blood.
Your houses shall burn, your fields be laid waste, and a downtrodden race shall rule in
your land. For you, captain, a prison cell and a pauper’s grave.” The dinner-party broke
up in a panic, and from that time my father could not abide the girl. He finally sold her
just a few months before the secession of the Confederate States, and that was the last we
ever knew of her.
This prophesy sounds a lot like a curse. Aubrey later mentions that his father, who was taken as a
prisoner during the war, died in Boston Harbor. Further, all the women at the party lost their
husbands. Though Aubrey’s guests are quite upset during the story, he exclaims, “There is only
too much truth in the science of mesmeric phenomena. The world is a wonderful place.”49 This
mention of the mesmeric is a harkening back to the novel’s beginning. Reuel reads a book called
The Unclassified Residuum, by “M. Binet.”50 Binet coined the term “double consciousness”
which would beget much greater fame with use and redefinition by W.E.B. Du Bois. Binet, a
French psychologist, defined double consciousness as “a coexistence of two thoughts that are
ignorant of each other.”51 In psychology, a double consciousness is akin to split personality
disorder. Du Bois, in his reconceptualization of the term, explained it less as a pathological
disorder and more as a ‘second sight.’ In essence, Black people are double sighted in how they
view the world. The “Unclassified Residuum” refers to the first line of William James’s “Hidden
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Self,” in which James writes, “‘The great field for new discoveries,’ said a scientific friend to me
the other day, ‘is always the Unclassified Residuum’” (361).52 As Gordon Fraser writes, Hopkins
asserts that human thought is not bounded by its own position, that it is possible to know facts
that “transcend” the “possible normal consciousness” (“Hidden Self” 373; and Hopkins, Blood
443). This is certainly true in the text. The word ‘residuum’ originates the Latin word residuus,
which means ‘remaining.’ In sociology, the term is used to delineate “a class of society that is
unemployed and without privileges or opportunities.”53 In The Uses of Variety: Modern
Americanism and the Quest for National Distinctiveness (2001), Carrie Bramen explores the
connection between James’ new psychology and the African Diasporan population. Her term the
Black Residuum explores Black intellectual fascination with James’s philosophy as a result of
being treated as America’s residuum; the detritus of American democracy.54 With the discovery
of Lucy in Ethiopia (1974) we now know that all life began in Africa.55 Almost a century before
this paradigm-shifting unearthing, Hopkins and her ilk made this claim regarding civilization.
They kept the ancestral lineage alive despite attempts to re-write history in the dominant culture.
In “Black Afterlives Matter, Ruja Benjamin notes that “what is at stake in the idea that Black
Afterlives Matter is the practice of making kin, not only beyond biological relatives, but
also with the materially dead/spiritually alive ancestors in our midst. Black afterlives are
animated by a stubborn refusal to forget and be forgotten.”56 Moreover, they believed this when
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the dominant culture would have written this truth off as an impossible racial fantasy. And yet it
bears remembering that Hopkins was writing in the face of perhaps the most resilient fantasy in
the U.S. cultural imaginary: “the fantasy of “whiteness.” 57 This fantasy assumes a white origin
story, whiteness as the beginning and apex of human civilization. In “The Future May Be Bleak,
but It’s Not Black,” Thulani Davis ruminates on Afrofuturist futures. She describes them as
futures “in which Euro-American culture and whiteness are presumed to be neither preeminent
nor directive of history.”58 As Valerie Rohy declares, "to have history is the sign of modern
culture; to be history is the mark of the primitive (224–25).”59 The Twi symbol Sankofa60, which
literally means “go back and fetch it” and has been used as a symbolic idiom for the idea that one
must know where they came from before they can know where they are going, could literally be
a logo for Afrofuturism. Ultimately, Afrofuturism is self-determination through the arts. In this
vein, over the past year, several cultural critics including the amazing Nisi Shawl have compared
Hopkins’ lost Ethiopian city of Meroe to Black Panther’s Wakanda. And though it is not a
perfect comparison upon closer inspection, I can totally understand the spirit in which it is made.
Hopkins wrote about three siblings completely ignorant of their heritage, which was hidden from
them. At the same time, one of the siblings, Reuel, journeys to Meroe an African civilization
with thousands of years of history and untold riches and eventually becomes king. Meroe,
however, is a real place. Hopkins was interested in the fantastical, yes but she really hoped to
inspire Black Americans to create our own paradise, in this world and the next.
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Chapter Three
“White People are Looking for You: George Schuyler's Critiques against Chromatic
Emancipation in Black No More”61
“At best, race is a superstition.”- George Schuyler
“A Black person learns very early that his color is a disadvantage in a world of white folk.”George Schuyler
“People say you don’t know what you’ve got until it's gone. Truth is, you knew what you had,
you just never thought you’d lose it.”
-Clarissa Wild
In a New York Times article discussing his play, “Day of Absence”, Douglas Turner
Ward describes himself as “a Negro playwright committed to examining the contours, context,
and depth of his experiences from an unfettered, imaginative Negro angle of vision.” Sheree
Thomas, editor of the anthology Dark Matter: A Century of Speculative Fiction From the
African Diaspora, uses this quote in her introduction in order to confirm Ward’s place in the
Black Speculative fiction pantheon. Interestingly enough, Ward articulates a most distilled
definition of Afrofuturism. One could argue that the terms Black Speculative fiction and
Afrofuturism are interchangeable. And in some ways, they may be. Many texts that were once
considered Black Speculative fiction are now considered Afrofuturism; mainly because
Afrofuturism is undeniably speculative in nature. It is also speculative across the time-space
continuum. Further, in some ways the term Afrofuturism is a misnomer. Many so-called
Afrofuturist writers are not only writing about the future. Octavia Butler’s Seed to Harvest series
is a perfect example of this. However, the genre (subgenre?) has already outgrown the original
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definition supplied by cultural critic Mark Dery. Ward’s verbalization of an attempt at
exploring/examining the Black experience from a creative perspective free from the bondage of a
white supremacist, racial capitalist society and culture is astoundingly similar in theme to George
Schuyler’s Black No More (1931), one of the main texts explored in this chapter.
In another New York Times article from 1970, Clive Barnes writes that Ward,
suggests that this black day of absence is a municipal disaster. After one day the blacks return
and everything is as it was. But is it? The blacks know the difference, the whites knew, the
blacks know that the whites know. And the whites know, in their nightmare thoughts, that the
blacks know, and nothing will ever be the same.
While Ward does heavily focus on the effect that the missing Black population has on
government, he also highlights the ways in which white families are more intimately affected:
“mammys” do not show up for work, maids are not cooking, cleaning or coddling. The two main
characters in Ward’s text, Clem and Luke, are used to having Black people as the background to
their foreground. And they are not the only ones. Later in the play, nondescript characters aptly
named one, two and three have this exchange:
Henry—they vanished!
TWO. Disappeared into thin air!
THREE. Gone wit’out a trace!
TWO. Not a one on the street!
THREE. In the house!
ONE. On the job!
This exchange highlights the ways in which industry cannot function without the Black
population. Furthermore, “The volume of goods moving ’cross counters has slowed down to a
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trickle—almost negligible. Customers are not only not purchasing—but the absence of
handymen, porters, sweepers, stock-movers, deliverers and miscellaneous dirty-work doers is
disrupting the smooth harmony of marketing!” (5) Black people are necessary not just as laborers
but also as consumers of goods and services. Without Black labor and Black capital, the town
comes to a halt even before the disappearance becomes noticeable. Still, Ward makes it very
clear that the Black population is necessary for more than just capital. One character exclaims,
“Remember—it has always been pure, delicate, lily-white images of Dixie femininity which
provided backbone, inspiration and ideology for our male warriors in their defense against the
on-rushing black horde” (6).
The idea that white men must defend their women against animalistic Black men is also a
major theme in Black No More. And while Ward may be franker in his satirical delivery, both
texts explore the idea that whiteness only exists in relief to blackness. In this way, these texts
show that sometimes the easiest way to view what is most wrong with the world is through
absence. And this was one of Thomas’s major reasons for using Ward as an example in her
introduction. Titled “Looking for the Invisible”, Thomas makes the case that Blackness functions
as the dark matter of our world. We may be ‘invisible’, but society cannot function without us
In Schuyler’s Black No More, a black scientist creates an apparatus that turns black
people white. Black No More is a satirical expression of this desire. It meditates on the meaning
of race while speculating on the ways in which our society could not function if blackness were
to disappear, even for a generation. Similarly, in W.E.B. Du Bois’s short story “The Comet”
(1920), a black man and a white woman appear to be the only ones left on earth. Du Bois uses
this trope to explore the fragility and utility of racism. How would whiteness function without
blackness as the dark matter of our society? In Schuyler’s fictional world, whiteness becomes
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the marker of race. What does whiteness look like if blackness is not present? If it is not
something that can be read upon the body? Whiteness here, just as in real life, goes beyond color.
Whiteness is a cultural currency. That is why the newly created whites are lighter, Schuyler
provides a way for segregation based on visual racial difference to continue, even within shades
of “whiteness.” In this way, race is still something that is read on the body. What happens when
blackness “becomes” whiteness itself, almost invisible but the driving force in society? It is
already, hence the idea of dark matter. The speculations on such absence/presence lies at the
heart of this chapter.
Social scientist Alondra Nelson describes Afrofuturism as “an epistemology that is thinking
about the subject position of Black people; the resilience of black culture and black life is about
imagining the impossible, imagining a better place, a different world.”62 George Schuyler’s
novel Black No More: Being an Account of the Strange and Wonderful Workings of Science in
the Land of the Free, published in 1931, introduces an anti-utopian alternate social reality that
satirizes and complicates myths of white supremacy, passing and the efficacy of so-called race
men. Schuyler was repulsed by the hypocrisy of racism: white people patronized the new black
authors and artists, went slumming in white-owned Harlem nightclubs, and tried to learn the
newest black dances, while others were joining the Ku Klux Klan in unprecedented numbers (in
the 1920s and the Red Summer of 1919 still loomed large in American consciousness).63 In the
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novel, Schuyler wrestles with a seemingly uncomplicated idea: what would race relations look
like in the United States if the visual markers of Blackness were eradicated?
George Schuyler opens his 1966 autobiography Black And Conservative with the
following quote: “A Black person learns very early that his color is a disadvantage in a world of
white folk” (1). ). This idea lies at the heart of Black No More (1931). Schuyler’s premise
smacks of Du Boisian thought regarding the idea that "The problem of the Twentieth Century is
the problem of the color-line64." But instead of looking to the past or future, Schuyler creates an
alternate present in which a black man named Dr. Junius Crookman has the potential to single
handedly disrupt/dismantle racial capitalism in the United States. And here I am using Cedric
Robinson’s definition of racial capitalism. Building on the work of sociologist Dr. Cromwell
Cox, Robinson challenges the Marxist idea that capitalism was a revolutionary negation of
feudalism. Instead, capitalism emerged within the feudal order and flowered in the cultural soil
of a Western civilization already thoroughly infused with racism. Capitalism and racism, in other
words, did not break from the old order but rather evolved from it to produce a modern world
system of “racial capitalism” dependent on slavery, violence, imperialism, and genocide.65
Capitalism was “racial” not because of some conspiracy to divide workers or justify slavery and
dispossession, but because racialism had already permeated Western feudal society. In the 19th
century, this racial component became known as negrophobia.
The Oxford English Dictionary defines negrophobia as Hatred of or hostility towards
black people (especially with reference to African Americans), prejudice against black people.
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It was not uncommon for pieces published in Frederick Douglass’s The North Star, William
Lloyd Garrison’s The Liberator, and Charles Bennett Ray’s The Colored American, to focus
entirely on rooting out “cases” of “Negrophobia. The word is derived from the word
hydrophobia, an original term for rabies infection. In 1839, a writer for The Colored
American wrote: “[Negrophobia] is a terrible insanity produced by the bite of slavery.”
However, towards the end of the Civil War, abolitionists realized that the fear wasn’t so much a
fear of Negros as it was a fear that white supremacy might be exposed, challenged, and
demolished in what a writer for the Yarmouth Register terms: Negro-equality-phobia.
It is this fear that Schuyler both exploits and satirizes in the text. In an illumination of
feminist scholar Sara Ahmed’s argument that “It has become commonplace for whiteness to be
represented as invisible, as the unseen or the unmarked…the absent presence…against which all
other colors are measured as forms of deviance, Schuyler deliberately renders whiteness
hypervisible. Similarly, in Black No More, Dr. Junius Crookman, the African American scientist
who invents the machine, states that his invention will "solve the American race problem" (11).
After all, he argues, in an echo of Booker T. Washington’s 1907 anthology of the same theme,
"if there were no Negroes, there could be no Negro problem" (35). In his autobiography Black
and Conservative, Schuyler shares that his sociology teacher had once said that there were but
three ways for the Negro to solve his problem in America[:] … "To either get out, get white or
get along." Schuyler gives this motive to his protagonist Max Disher, as a reason to undergo the
Black-No-More procedure.
Published at the height of the Harlem Renaissance, an era when “Blackness was en
Vogue” and many Black artists were celebrating their culture and communities, Schuyler uses
Black No More to sneer at everyone’s folly. For instance, Schuyler dedicates the novel to “all
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Caucasians in the Great Republic who can trace their ancestry back ten generations and
confidently assert that there are no black leaves, twigs, limbs or branches on their family trees.”
This daring dedication also serves as foreshadowing, an epigraph for the entire work. Still,
through a fictionalized anthropological study of his own, Schuyler proves that what he calls
‘chromatic emancipation’ or a turn to homogeneity, in this instance, whiteness, is not the
solution either. In reality, Schuyler was a proponent for miscegenation or racial mixing as a way
forward from the United States’ racial issues; and his own family eventually becomes a
testament to this belief. In fact, Schuyler published a pamphlet named Racial Inter-Marriage in
the United States in 1929 to develop these beliefs. His daughter Philippa, the product of his
marriage to Josephine Codgell Schuyler, a white woman from a wealthy Texan family of former
enslavers, was literally raised as an experiment in miscegenation, eating mostly raw food, and
becoming a child piano prodigy.
The novel, which opens on New Year’s Eve 1933, introduces us to Max Disher, a Black
man who is fed up with Blackness once he asks Helen, a white woman to dance with him at a
Harlem night club. She angrily exclaims that she does not dance with “niggers.” So, when the
Black-No-More procedure becomes available, Disher is literally first in line to undergo the
process. It is telling that the rejection of a white woman is ultimately what spurs him from the
Black race; the promise of owning a white woman is just as important as owning whiteness for
himself. So, the “formidable apparatus” that performs these race changes are likened to a cross
between a “dentists’ chair and an electric chair.”66 In reality, the electric chair was first
conceptualized in 1881 by a dentist and steam-boat engineer named Alfred P. Southwick. It was
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meant to be a more humane alternative to hanging.67 In his early designs of the machine, he
adapted a dental chair for this purpose.68 Therefore in Black No More, a technological advance
created to end life is used in the text as the apparatus with which a second chance at life, one
hopefully unencumbered by racial prejudice, can begin. This defamiliarizing and reimagining of
the use of real-life objects to imagine otherwise is a hallmark of Afrofuturism. And given the
racial violence inherent in scientific advances, which Dr. Dorothy Roberts writes about in Fatal
Invention, using a medical apparatus as a site of perceived freedom is nothing short of
subversive. So, after having the procedure, when [Disher] first sees himself in the mirror, he was
startled, overjoyed.
White at last! Gone was the smooth brown complexion. Gone were the slightly
full lips and Ethiopian nose. Gone was the nappy hair that he had straightened so
meticulously ever since the kink-no-more lotions first wrenched Aframericans
from the tyranny and torture of the comb. There would be no more expenditures
for skin whiteners; no more discrimination; no more obstacles in his path. He was
free!
For Matthew, whiteness acts as embodied freedom papers. And ultimately, even though we
spend so much time fretting over and upholding racial capitalism, Schuyler seems to believe that
color does not matter; character does. Schuyler makes a point to note Max’s “smooth coffeebrown skin tone” and that Max has ‘negroid’ features. But the most important thing here is that
Max’s face bears “a slightly satanic cast” (7). Schuyler heavily foreshadows that Max is not a
hero or even a good guy. His casually disrespectful countenance (he’s described as ‘insolently
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nonchalant) seems to be another way of calling Max ‘uppity’. The word means “above oneself,
self-important…arrogant, haughty…putting on airs.” It has long been used as a reason to punish
and kill enslaved people and Negros. In fact, “most victims of lynching were political activists,
labor organizers or black men and women who violated white expectations of black deference
and were deemed "uppity" or "insolent."69 The term was first published in 1880 by journalist Joel
Chandler Harris in his Uncle Remus stories.70
Schuyler is foreshadowing Disher’s future embrace of the black-off chair by telling us
that his Negro protagonist already behaves with the attitude of someone above his station.
Schuyler is setting the stage for Disher’s motivations by letting us know that the character is
young, has some money and a “high yallah flapper girlfriend (7).” Ironically, the only time the
term appears in the text is through Max’s interior dialogue, we learn that he finds his fair-skinned
girlfriend Minnie, uppity Here, the rhetoric of ungratefulness is used to describe Max’s
displeasure with their breakup. Max believes that because of her light skin, Minnie believes she
is entitled to all the things Max provides for her. And to top it all off, she is ungrateful to him.
Max believes Minnie to be “Stuck on her color, that’s what was the matter with her! (7).” He
believes her color to be the source of her uppitiness. More so, the value that she (and society at
large) places on being fair skinned, gives Minnie a sense of entitlement. And those who are
entitled are ungrateful. But according to Max, Negro women, fair or no, should be grateful and
maybe even feel indebted for every good thing they receive.
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Most ironically, Max does not examine the ways in which this thought process is a
microcosm for the way Negros are viewed by society at large. Even more so, he does not
examine his use of fair-skinned Negro women as props to gain proximity to whiteness. He
describes his and Bunny’s preference as “a weakness rather prevalent among Aframerican bucks:
they preferred yellow women (8).” When Minnie dumps him, Max decides to skip the proxy all
together and simply try to land a white woman. That mental shift leads to an obsession with the
first white woman he lays eyes on post-proclamation; Helen Givens. Upon her blistering sneer
that she will “never dance with niggers (12)!” Max is a worldly war veteran who fashions
himself a Casanova. He is, of course, crushed by Helen’s reply. And possibly, even more
outraged at being lumped in or defined as a nigger.
Even more telling is his best friend Bunny’s reaction; Bunny tells Max: “You said she
was a cracker,” he gurgled, “an’ now I guess you know it (12).” Bunny’s response is shorthand
for a variety of societal attitudes. By calling Helen a cracker, he is aligning her with racist white
people and their national history. He also hopes to bring Max down from his uppity goal of
attaining a white girlfriend; partly because he worries that his friend will be lynched. When Max
first considers approaching Helen, Bunny warns him not to do it lest the white men at the next
table “start somethin’” (11). After all, this is Harlem in the 1920’s and both Helen and Max are
from the south, Atlanta specifically.
In our racially capitalist society, we conflate ethnicity with species. There is only one
human race, but we use “race” as a synonym for people who are non-white. In the beginning of
what would become known as the United States, Indigenous people and Africans were
intentionally raced. They were made collateral damage and property. As written in Critical Race
Theory, “Slavery produced a peculiar, mixed category of property and humanity-a hybrid with
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inherent instabilities that were reflected in its treatment and ratification by the law (278).71
Schuyler, through Black No More, explores the flimsiness and hypocritical machinations of racial
category and hierarchy; effectively exposing the ways in which race itself is a technology. As
Schuyler writes in his autobiography: “The ability to conserve, consolidate, and change when
expedient is the hallmark of intelligence. It is why the Negro will always be here. As the law,
history, and literature show, no other element of the population had a more profound effect on our
national life (2).”
The instabilities here are the paradoxes: property who were also nursemaids, artisans,
and children. Property that was legally 3/5 of a person and formed strong familial bonds, had
their own children. Unruly property that longed for freedom and ran toward it. Africans and
Negroes could only be property and only white Men (and a handful of white women) could be
property owners. White people were unraced, therefore, those who are “raced” are not human.
Western society also dictated that inheritance be passed down from father to offspring.
With slavery, this process was reversed. Children were either granted free status or enslaved
based on the legal status of the mother, effectively sanctioning white men’s mass raping of Black
women. The effects were manifold; white men used Black women’s bodies for their own
pleasure, grew their workforce, yet did not have to be familially responsible for the children they
sired. In essence, mother’s baby, father’s maybe. This rule/law enabled the oversexualization of
Black women. Further, this increase in workforce became even more important after the U.S.
banned the import of Africans in 1808. Thomas Jefferson was the architect of this legislation,
saying:
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I congratulate you, fellow-citizens, on the approach of the period at which you may
interpose your authority constitutionally, to withdraw the citizens of the United States
from all further participation in those violations of human rights which have been so long
continued on the unoffending inhabitants of Africa, and which the morality, the
reputation, and the best interests of our country, have long been eager to proscribe.72
Despite this, Jefferson was no friend to Africans. He once wrote, “I consider the labor of a
breeding woman as no object, and that a child raised every two years is of more profit than the
crop of the best laboring man.”73 Fifteen years prior to the ban, The Naturalization Act of 1790
stated:
That any alien, being a free white person, who shall have resided within the limits and
under the jurisdiction of the United States for the term of two years, may be admitted to
become a citizen thereof, on application to any common law court of record, in any one
of the States wherein he shall have resided for the term of one year at least, and making
proof to the satisfaction of such court, that he is a person of good character, and taking
the oath or affirmation prescribed by law, to support the Constitution of the United
States....74
The first part effectively tied citizenship, regardless of origin, to whiteness. Therefore, a white
person could move to the U.S. from anywhere and if they lived in a state for at least a year and
did not break the law, they could become a citizen; a path restricted to Africans and their
children. It was for this reason that Homer Plessy, legally classified as an Octoroon, argued that
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he had negligible black blood and therefore should be granted full citizenship.75 Fifty years prior,
Dred Scott, an enslaved person who “stole away to freedom,” irrefutably African, did not have
the right to sue and therefore had “no rights which the white man was bound to respect.” As an
African, he was obviously property. Therefore, the law granted rights, protections and favor
based on whiteness or lack thereof. Interestingly enough, Plessy, much less visually black, fared
no better. As a result of the case, the one drop rule dictated that any black blood made one
Negro. By the 1900 census, those of fairer skinned folk like Plessy were just as much Negroes as
someone like Scott.
Now I will briefly turn my attention to the significance of passing in Black No More. The
idea of racial passing has played a large role in American literature because it fascinates us that
there are those among us who are so easily able to cross back and forth on the color line, the
most definitive barrier in our society. In 1931 Black No More joined the ranks of James Weldon
Johnson’s Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (1912), Walter White’s Flight (1926), Nella
Larsen’s Passing (1929), and Jessie Fauset’s Plum Bun (1929). Cheryl Harris opens her novellalength law article, “Whiteness as Property” with the story of her grandmother choosing to
“present herself as a white woman (1710).” “No longer immediately identifiable as "Lula's
daughter," she could thus enter the white world, albeit on a false passport, not merely passing,
but trespassing.” Harris invokes her ancestry with the mention of her great grandmother, Lula.
This link establishes the line of Blackness to which her grandmother belonged and
temporarily decided to escape. She further likens her grandmother’s journey to someone
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traveling with false documents. With this metaphor, Harris equates her grandmother’s crossing to
whiteness with someone illegally crossing very physical geographical borders. Her grandmother
becomes a refugee in a very real way; partaking of the forbidden fruits of her newfound land
(whiteness) with none of the security that comes with it. Immediately, she establishes the link
between whiteness and property. Some could own it, but most could not. And in a capitalist
society, supply and demand are everything. As a light-skinned Black woman, Harris’s
grandmother could pass for white. The idea of racial passing has played a large role in American
literature. It fascinates us that there are those among us who are so easily able to cross back and
forth on the color line, the most definitive barrier in our society. It is of note that Harris is writing
about her grandmother, not great-great grandmother. This was her grandmother’s experience in
the 1930’s, at the height of both Jim Crow and the Great Migration. But because whiteness is a
property that she did not own, Harris’s grandmother literally stole her freedom in a way similar
to enslaved people who ran north. Would this, too, be considered property theft? The same goes
for Schuyler’s protagonist Max Disher, who is now Matthew Fisher post-Blackness.
Passing works because in the white imagination, all black people are dark with excessive
features. And just as the black body was property, so is whiteness as well. Therefore, this trespass
is the unlawful switch of one passport for another: a stifling one for one with open borders. Racial
passing was not the only theory/praxis that was used as a solution to white supremacy. In Charles
W. Chesnutt’s trilogy of articles on the “Future American,” he uses recent scientific discoveries
and historical instances of Black excellence to reiterate the debunking of scientific racism while
building the case for miscegenation as the way toward eradicating racism. He basically proclaims
that systemic miscegenation would lead to the white race “absorbing “the black; especially if
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Native Americans also assimilate. In this way, Chesnutt uses the tools against white supremacy;
citing recent scientific studies that “prove” race is not phenotypical:
It may be well enough to remark that recent scientific research has swept away many
hoary anthropological fallacies. It has been demonstrated that the shape or size of the
head has little or nothing to do with the civilization or average intelligence of a race; that
language, so recently lauded as an infallible test of racial origin is of absolutely no value
in this connection, its distribution being dependent upon other conditions than race.
Chesnutt does not mince words when discussing the over-used and ancient pseudo-scientific
methods employed by white supremacy. These myths, phenotypical and otherwise, were used to
build a system of power that deliberately and whole-heartedly oppressed Africans and their
descendants. So, Chesnutt uses the discrediting of white supremacist science in order to discredit
the structure of race itself:
Even color, upon which the social structure of the United States is so largely based, has
been proved no test of race. The conception of a pure Aryan, Indo-European race has
been abandoned in scientific circles (emphasis mine), and the secret of the progress of
Europe has been found in racial heterogeneity, rather than in racial purity” (97)
Chesnutt articulates two of the biggest racial myths: skin color is a racial determinant and white
people are racially pure. Both of these points converge into a single point: racial purity is a myth.
He writes, “To start with, the Negroes are already considerably mixed-many of them in large
proportion, and most of them in some degree-and the white people, as I shall endeavor to show
later on, are many of them slightly mixed with the Negro.” (98) White people have been mixing
with Black people for as long as they have had contact. As stated in previous chapters,
miscegenation between Black and white people began during the transatlantic slave trade. While
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formulating his argument, Chesnutt hints at this truth as well as an even more important one:
“white” is not a race but a commodity. Further, white people were never pure in blood:
Slavery was a rich soil for the production of a mixed race, and one need only read the
literature and laws of the past two generations to see how steadily, albeit slowly and
insidiously, the stream of dark blood has insinuated itself into the veins of the dominant,
or, as a Southern critic recently described it in a paragraph that came under my eye, the
‘domineering’ race (100).76
Interestingly, Chesnutt mentions both literature and law as evidence of wanton racial mixing. Of
course, Chesnutt is well aware that our legal process and the court of public opinion are
intimately interconnected in our society. Propaganda has always served to keep institutional
racism in place; Chesnutt and his ilk believed it could do the opposite as well. Either way,
Chesnutt is also gesturing toward Black Codes and Jim Crow laws in his discussion of “dark
blood” mixing into the white race. Hysteria regarding racial mixing and an attempt to control it
sparked many a law attempting to govern the private lives of white and Black people. However,
the system was always skewed: while it was illegal for Black and white people to marry, and
many a Black man was lynched for allegedly raping white women, the inverse did not hold
weight in a court of law. Black women’s bodies remained fair game. In fact, there were informal
systems such as placage that allowed white men to take Black women as concubines; often
setting her up with a house, servants, and an allowance.
Despite this, it is important to note that this “absorbing” of the Black race is a bit of
autogenocide. As such, Chesnutt’s way forward is essentially the end of Black culture. So is

SallyAnn H. Ferguson, “Charles W. Chesnutt’s ‘Future American,’” MELUS 15, no. 3 (1988): 95–107,
https://doi.org/10.2307/467505. These three articles were published in the Boston Evening Transcript between
August and September of 1900.
76

92

Schuyler’s. In Schuyler’s Black No More, a black scientist creates an apparatus that turns black
people white. Black No More is a satirical expression of this desire. It meditates on the meaning
of race while speculating on the ways in which our society could not function if whiteness were
as exposed and hyper visible as blackness. It is because of this that passing can be viewed as a
trick white people play on themselves. It is the epitome of “the emperor’s new clothes.” It
confronts, contorts, and mocks racial stratification all at once. Whiteness as property is never
more apparent than in a case of racial passing. Passing effectively exposes whiteness as a social
construction; one that exists for the sole purpose of hoarding cultural and political power. And
while Pauline Hopkins writes about the different ways that Black people can pass; or, the
different ways that whiteness can be legible on a black body, George Schuyler takes it one step
further: what happens when the black body cannot be visually read as such? He explores this
premise in the form of the black-off chair.
In “Looking for the Invisible”, Sheree Thomas makes the case that Blackness functions
as the dark matter of our world. We may be ‘invisible’, but society cannot function without
us. In Schuyler’s fictional world, whiteness becomes the marker of race. What does whiteness
look like if blackness is not present? If it is not something that can be read upon the body?
Whiteness here, just as in real life, goes beyond color. Whiteness is a cultural currency. That is
why the newly created whites are lighter; Schuyler provides a way for segregation based on
visual racial difference to continue, even within shades of “whiteness.” In this way, race is still
something that is read on the body.
As a pushback against passing and miscegenation, The Racial Integrity Act of 1924
passed a mere seven years prior to the publication of Schuyler’s novel. The law, spurred by white
supremacists fighting to protect the purity of white blood, was no doubt informed by both The

93

Clansman (1905) by Thomas Dixon, Jr. and D.W. Griffith’s silent film adaptation, Birth of a
Nation (1915). In 1922 - Earnest Sevier Cox and John Powell founded the Anglo-Saxon Clubs of
America, warning that an increase in miscegenation threatens to destroy white civilization by
wiping out all its desirable, racially exclusive traits and characteristics.77 Furthermore, the State
doubled down on the idea that whiteness equals citizenship. James C. Davis discusses
Schuyler’s knowledge of his contemporary legal battles regarding race in the novel:
The arguments advanced by the Supreme Court tell us important things about racial
discourse at the time, about the heights of absurdity and contradiction that were required
to avert the prospect that race might self-deconstruct right there on the witness stand, and
in particular about the cultural anxiety over the status of skin color as an index of fitness
for citizenship. Schuyler’s satire grew where this soil of bad faith, contradiction, and
willfully (fl?)awed reasoning lay the rankest. His novel poses the same questions the
Supreme Court justices faced, but in a different register, with irony and parody supplying
the critical difference. (222)
United States v. Bhagat Singh Thind (1923) is one such court case. After fighting in the U.S.
Army during World War I, Thind filed papers to become a naturalized citizen in hopes of
pursuing his higher education in the States; plans he had before enlisting. In his plea, Thind
argued that Indians were descended from ‘whites/Caucasians and as such, he had the right to be
naturalized. The Supreme Court vehemently disagreed. In fact, The New York Times covered the
Supreme Court decision in an article titled, “Court Rules Hindu Not a ‘White Person’”. The
article dated Tuesday, February 20, 1923, states that “the court ruled that the words ‘white
person’ must be taken in the meaning they have in common usage, and are not to be applied
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through a scientific study determining whether the persons affected descended from white
stock.” (New York Times, 21) In essence, this is the widening of the one-drop rule beyond those
of African descent. Further, the court sought to shift the law from the previously upheld
“science” of race to include the much more nebulous ‘eyeball’ approach. Basically, if a person
does not look white, they are not white. If a person looks white and has non-white ancestors, they
are not white. The ruling confirmed that people of Indian descent were not white, and therefore
are not eligible for naturalization. This decision caused the citizenship revocation of thousands of
Indians, including Thind. In this way, Thind gambled his citizenship on an attempt to use
whiteness as a tool and lost. Though eventually granted citizenship in New York City in 1936,
Thind’s Supreme Court loss was a huge blow to Indian emigrant hopefuls and immigrants in
general. Still, the use of whiteness as a tool by people of color has very real and wide-reaching
implications; most obviously, it requires a rather aggressive buy-in to our current global, racial
capitalist society. This co-opting is the cornerstone of Schuyler’s novel. The protagonist Max
Disher/Matthew Fisher and his best friend Bunny both use the Black-No-More procedure as a
key to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, in other words, the American dream.
Bunny is smart enough to realize that whiteness alone cannot make him happy. White skin is not
anything to which one should aspire for its own sake. Instead, Bunny realizes that whiteness is
currency; the truest currency one can own in a racially capitalist society. He uses whiteness (the
actual pigment) as a tool for social climbing but does his best to retain his cultural ties. Bunny
enjoys being a person of African descent. He simply wishes to have an easier time gaining
wealth and power. Max, on the other hand, views whiteness as embodied happiness rather
than as a simple economic tool. Because of this, he remains quite dissatisfied throughout most of
the novel.
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At the same time, the Ku Klux Klan reached its height of influence in the 1920s with an
estimated membership of four million.78 Incidentally, this is the same amount of people who
undergo the Black No More process by the novel’s end. Therefore, Schuyler gained his
inspiration for Black No More from the very real circumstances surrounding him, both de jure
and de facto. And while James C. Davis claims in his book, Commerce in Color, that Schuyler’s
“picaresque novel Black No More is an extended riff on his most controversial claim in “The
Negro-Art Hokum,”79 that “the Aframerican is merely a lampblacked Anglo-Saxon”, Schuyler
offers much more nuanced claims about blackness and American culture (215).
Published just five years after that infamous article, Black No More appears to evolve
beyond this theory and into a more nuanced theory regarding whiteness as something to which
one should aspire. For one, Fisher, a lamp-blacked Anglo-Saxon in reverse, is absolutely
miserable as a white man. Early on, he realizes that, “he was not finding life as a white man the
rosy existence he had anticipated” (34). For one, “there was something lacking in these [white]
places of amusement or else there was something present that one didn’t find in the black-andtan resorts in Harlem. The joy and abandon here was obviously forced” (18). This gives truth to
bell hooks’ argument that “within commodity culture, ethnicity becomes spice, seasoning that
can liven up the dull dish that is mainstream white culture” (hooks 366) At this realization,
Fisher “felt a momentary pang of mingled disgust, disillusionment and nostalgia” (18). In
Schuyler’s text, those who cross the color line, the wages of whiteness/whiteness as a property
leaves one house poor.
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The word nostalgia is derived from the formation of a Greek word (nóstos), meaning
"homecoming", and a Homeric word, (álgos), meaning "pain" or "ache." The Oxford English
dictionary defines it as an, “Acute longing for familiar surroundings, regarded as a medical
condition; homesickness.” As Fisher purchased a one-way ticket to whiteness, he is left to
experience saudade, a Portuguese word that is similar to nostalgia but conveys a constant desire
and longing for something that is gone and will never return. There are times throughout the
novel when Fisher longs to return to the place from which he trespassed, a return to his
Blackness.
Determined to take those philosophical lemons and make lemonade, Fisher decides to
join a white power upstart, The Knights of Nordica, in hopes of getting rich. And who better to
play on the fears of white people for profit than a former black man? On its flyer, Reverend
Henry Givens claims that, “the racial integrity of the Caucasian Race is being threatened by the
activities of a scientific black Beelzebub in New York” (36). Here Schuyler explicitly calls out
the supposedly Christian foundation of many white supremacist organizations. Givens, the
founder of The Knights of Nordica, is described as “a short, wizened, almost-bald, bull-voiced,
ignorant ex-evangelist, who had come from the hilly country north of Atlanta” (37). In fact, it is
through Henry Givens, former Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan and now Imperial Grand
Wizard of the Knights of Nordica, that Fisher re-encounters Helen, the white woman who
refused to dance with him when he was black. Thus, he achieves the two goals he set for himself
after undergoing the Black no more process: To Get white and get to Atlanta for another shot at
Helen. Helen begins the novel by scorning Max when he asks her to dance. She disdainfully
muses to her friend: ““Can you beat the nerve of these darkies?”80 However, later she becomes
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enamored with Matthew Fisher; the newly whitened version of Max Disher. Schuyler describes
Helen:
The “finishing school” about finished what intelligence Helen possessed; but she
came forth, four years later, more beautiful, with a better knowledge of how to
dress and how to act in exclusive society, enough superficialities to enable her to
get by in the “best” circles and a great deal of that shallow facetiousness that
passes for sophistication in American upper-class life.
Matthew works so hard to be worthy of Helen and once he is whitened, he becomes resentful of
her stupidity. Even more so, Schuyler indicts what passes for priorities for upper-class white
women: the superficiality of looks and presentation over education and intelligence. Helen,
neither “provincial nor chaste”, was impressed by Matthew immediately. She had always
aspired to marriage with a well-spoken, educated man; preferably a rich one. Once Matthew’s
speeches began to fill the Knights of Nordica’s coffers, she happily married him.
By pairing with Helen, Schuyler illuminates two things: white supremacy is a heinous
sham. Matthew Fisher is the same man as Max Disher, only whitened. Also, Fisher embodies the
white supremacist’s greatest fear: The Negroes might already be among them. The fear of Negro
children springing forth from white wombs comes true, at least for Matthew and Helen, who are
now married. Ironically, after undergoing the Black No More procedure to get white and get
Helen, his trophy of white femininity, Helen (and the world) finds, through the Knights of
Nordica’s very own genealogical research, that she, alongside the vast majority of white citizens,
has black ancestry. When she pleads with Matthew not to leave her. In exchange, Matthew
shares his secret, he is one of the ‘whitened negros.” Therefore, in the end of the novel, Matthew
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is neither white nor does he have his most highly sought-after prize, a white woman. Instead he
has something far more important: proximity to Blackness, and the ability to live his truth.
Opposingly, Sissieretta Blandish, “the beauty specialist, who owned the swellest hair-straightening
parlor in Harlem.”81 Blandish is bitter about the Black No More process because she was a very
successful business owner in her community. In fact, “her prominence as the proprietor of a
successful enterprise engaged in making Negroes appear as much like white folks as possible, she
had recently been elected for the fourth time a Vice-President of the American Race Pride
League.”82 Like the “Black History Month Heroes,” Blandish’s income stream and prestige arises
from trafficking in the Negro’s desire for white proximity. This desire, once enacted in products
like Kink-No-More and skin lightening creams, can now manifest itself beyond imagination in the
Black-No-More process. Because of this, for Blandish, “he Negro women had seemingly deserted
her.” As one such Negro woman explains, “You know I’ve taken too much punishment being dark
these twenty-two years to miss this opportunity.”83 For those willing to undergo the Black-NoMore process, it makes sense to suffer through a few so called bad hair days in order become white
permanently.
Unlike Helen, a woman who has been white her entire life and has thrived from the
privileges afforded her, Blandish “had desired to be white when she was young and before she
entered business for herself and became a person of consequence in the community. Now she had
lived long enough to have no illusions about the magic of a white skin. She liked her business and
she liked her social position in Harlem.” Ironically, Blandish profits more from the desire for
whiteness rather than whiteness itself. She, like Matthew Fisher’s best friend Bunny, knows that
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white skin is not the answer to all her problems. It will not actually make her happier, wealthier,
or more esteemed. Therefore, she has a vested interest in keeping Negroes Black while still
desiring whiteness.
Furthermore, unlike Matthew, Blandish faces the burden of triple oppression: race, class,
and gender.84 She knows that,
As a white woman she would have to start all over again, and she wasn’t so sure of
herself. Here at least she was somebody. In the great Caucasian world she would
be just another white woman, and they were becoming a drug on the market, what
with the simultaneous decline of chivalry, the marriage rate and professional
prostitution. She had seen too many elderly, white-haired Caucasian females
scrubbing floors and toiling in sculleries not to know what being just another white
woman meant. Yet she admitted to herself that it would be nice to get over being
the butt for jokes and petty prejudice.85
The idea of white women as “drugs” on the open market, a market now opened to whitened
Negroes, illuminates the other side of Fisher’s desire. As a woman, regardless of race, Blandish
knows what it means to be a commodity. Therefore, she wants to be able to take care of herself
while she is still able. As a Black woman, she resents the lack of respect afforded her because of
the de-humanization of her race.
We do not reconvene with Madame Blandish until near the end of the novel. After the
outing of ‘whitened Negroes,’ Sissieretta Blandish, now known as Ms. Sari Blandine, saw her
thoughts regarding crossing over to the white race come to fruition. After taking a week off from
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her job at a Manhattan Laundromat, she “came back to find a recent arrival from CzechoSlovakia holding down her job.”86 In the end, Blandine created “a skin stain that would impart a
long-wearing light-brown tinge to the pigment.”87 By this time in the novel, anyone with white
skin is considered suspect because of the whitened Negroes. In this way, whiteness has been
devalued. Even so, tan did not equal Black. When “enterprising resort keepers in Florida and
California, intent on attracting the haute monde, hired naturally black bathing girls from Africa
until the white women protested against the practice on the ground that it was a menace to family
life.”88
In the novel’s climax, Matthew and his mixed-race family escape the frenzied lynch
mobs who come for the “whitened negroes” who are outed by none other than Dr. Crookman
himself when, in his new role as US attorney general, he reveals that the New, white Negros are
actually a shade lighter than natural white people. These Negros, along with the texts’ two main
white supremacists— Samuel Buggerie, a eugenicist, and Arthur Snobbcraft, the Democratic
nominee for vice president, are the main targets for mass lynching. The text’s concluding
lynching scene implies that both white supremacy and the resulting socio-economic inequality
are almost impossible to relinquish because they are affective or emotionally rooted; American
Negrophobia or as we call it, racism, is not rooted in rational thought.
For my final point, I would like to turn to the ways that Black No More satirizes the efficacy of
race men. This section builds upon Alain Locke’s explication of The New Negro vs. The Old.
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As Danzy Senna points out in her introduction to the Penguin Classics re-issue of Schuyler’s
novel, 1920’s America was a time of both increasing racial pride and persistent racial violence.
She writes:
While black literature is almost always read as either autobiography or sociology,
Schuyler’s work can be read as neither. It is one of the earliest examples of black
speculative fiction. Black No More resists the push toward preaching and the urge toward
looking backward into history. Afrofuturist before such a term existed, it insists, instead,
on peering forward into what could come to be.
In fact, Black No More can be described as a satirical ethnography of American race dynamics.
Despite all this, Schuyler rejected the idea of race as a biological fact. He knew that the hierarchy
of races prescribed by white supremacy was nonsense, even as he chronicled the societal effects
of a racial capitalist society. Further, as Senna so eloquently states, Schuyler abhorred “all the
ways racialized thinking—that other opiate of the masses—limited and imprisoned both black
and white Americans.” Senna’s nod to Karl Marx is particularly insightful in a discussion of
Schuylers’ text given its heavy focus on labor, unionization and the ways in which poor whites
buy into the racial hierarchy even as it oppresses them. Schuyler examines the way that “the
discussion of race in white liberal America was always and only a discussion of blackness, never
whiteness.” He names whiteness and defines its meaning and limitations in society. By doing so,
everyone is offered up for scrutiny.
According to Schuyler, Black people and white people may have different motives, but
both fall into the trap of ideologies of racial difference to everyone’s detriment. In her book, The
Real Negro : The Question of Authenticity in Twentieth-Century African American Literature,
Shelly Eversley asserts that "the modern emergence of interest in racial authenticity transforms
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the issue of what race a person or author belongs into a question of what it takes to belong to that
race" (x). Schuyler highlights the convoluted machinations that white people will go to in order
to maintain a closed border of whiteness. Schuyler’s irreverent philosophy regarding Black
Americanness also directly challenges Alain Locke’s more popular New Negro reasoning:
“[w]hoever wishes to see the Negro in his essential traits, in the full perspective of his
achievement and possibilities, must seek the enlightenment of that self-portraiture which the
present developments of Negro culture are offering” (ix).
Locke further writes, “for generations in the mind of America, the Negro has been more
of a formula than a human being… a social bogey or a social burden.” 89 Locke, anticipating
Schuyler’s depiction of race leaders in Black No More, argues that these race men are aware of
the New Negro but have no idea how to interact with him. Because the New Negro needs no
spokesperson and has an increased sense of self-worth and independence, race men are left at a
loss. And for Schuyler, that loss was mostly a financial one. Matthew Fisher could not
understand why people were so upset about the Black-No-More procedure. He wonders,
somewhat naively, “was not Black-No-More getting rid of the Negroes upon whom all the blame
was placed for the backwardness of the South?” (35). Here Schuyler synthesizes both Alain
Locke’s and Du Bois’s philosophies to form his own: that Black bodies are not actually problems
but the financial lifeblood of both Negro Race Men’s and the white supremacists’ endeavors.
The real problem occurs when Blackness is no more.
Because of this, the so called “Black History Month heroes are given just as scathing a
critique as the white supremacists. Among them are James Weldon Johnson, or Dr. Napoleon
Wellington Jackson in the text, famous for authoring “Lift Every Voice and Sing (informally
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known as the Black National Anthem). In satirizing Johnson, Schuyler writes: “You know of his
scholarship, his high sense of duty and his deep love of the suffering black race. You have
doubtless had the pleasure of singing some of the many sorrow songs he has written and
popularized in the past twenty years (73).”
Next up is Marcus Garvey or Santop Licorice whom Schuyler accuses of being a
shamelessly hypocritical capitalist who “very profitably [advocates] the emigration of all the
American Negroes to Africa (62) and [has] a “deep love for the suffering of the Black race (55).
Schuyler is particularly harsh in his portrayal of Garvey. He sneers at those who join Licorice’s
Back to Africa society, noting that:
there was a perpetual defense fund because Licorice was perpetually in the courts
for fraud of some kind).… [Licorice attempted] to save the Negroes by vicariously
attacking all of the other Negro organizations and at the same time preaching racial
solidarity and cooperation in his weekly newspaper, “The African Abroad,” which
was printed by white folks and had until a year ago been full of skin-whitening and
hair-straightening advertisements (81).
Finally, there is W.E.B. Du Bois, who’s literary doppelganger Dr. Shakespeare Agamemnon Beard
“wrote scholarly and biting editorials in The Dilemma denouncing the Caucasians whom he
secretly admired and lauding the greatness of the Negroes whom he alternately pitied and
despised” (54). As you can see, the race men in Schuyler’s novel truly depend on the misery on
Black people. It is their bread and butter. These men, aside from Santop Licorice, who was
purposely overlooked on account of his ongoing feud with Beard, formed the Committee for the
Preservation of Negro Racial Integrity.
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In this way, Schuyler likens the Negro’s Committee to the Knights of Nordica, as two sides
of the same wretched coin. Both institutions embody the idea that Du Bois puts forth in The Souls
of White Folk that “This assumption that of all the hues of God, whiteness alone is…inherently
and obviously better than brownness or tan-leads to curious acts. In desperation, the Committee
appealed to the former US Attorney General, Walter Brybe, a white man, in hopes of shutting
down Crookman’s enterprise. But since Brybe “had won his exalted position because of his long
and faithful service helping large corporations to circumvent the federal laws,” he denied their
request. Facing poverty, both Beard and Licorice undergo the Black No More procedure and align
themselves with the Knights of Nordica. At last, the Negro Race Men and white supremacists are
revealed to be one and the same.
It is important to note that Crookman does not actually turn Black people white. He
actually changes the phenotypical markers of race that racial capitalism is built upon. The system
does most of the work for him. With those phenotypical markers gone, the door to whiteness
squeaks open. Still, one must walk through the door. There are plenty of Black people who have
stereotypically “Caucasian” features and still claim their Blackness. Still, with the markers gone,
it is much easier to accumulate and cultivate whiteness. Here, Schuyler places the blame for our
racial capitalist society at everyone’s feet. He also casts a decidedly misanthropic pall on the
text. Even with no perceivable racial difference, people will create another means with which to
stratify ourselves. More astutely, solutions created within the limits of our current society will
not eradicate the problem. The violence against the “whiter than whites,” those who were once
Black, in the latter part of the novel illustrates the ways in which society will cling to anything
that allows their system to continue its oppression.
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Therefore, Schuyler’s text proves that if not blackness, something else would be used to
uphold the status quo. Ultimately, Disher is not less of a Black man because he now has white
skin. In fact, after The Scimitar agreed to pay Matthew for an interview post-Black No More
procedure, he immediately frets: “What did they want to put his picture all over the front of the
paper for? Now everybody would know who he was. He had undergone the tortures of Doc
Crookman’s devilish machine in order to escape the conspicuousness of a dark skin and now he
was being made conspicuous because he had once had a dark skin! Could one never escape the
plagued race problem?”90 The procedure never did produce in Matthew Fisher a care-free white
man. He still has all the memories and senses of a Black experience. His body may be read
differently but the memory of Black embodiment keeps him afraid of the police and ultimately
bored in whites only spaces. This fear affirms the first hints of Schuyler’s nuanced ideas
regarding race and cultural identity. As a man who was born black, Fisher cannot escape his
cultural upbringing or his longing for familiar faces and spaces.
George Schuyler’s Black No More is a fantastical exercise in what happens when a whole
society of people, white, brown, and tan internalizes this message. The results: the very height of
racial capitalism itself; an ability to purchase whiteness. But by the end of the novel, Matthew now
knows that it is impossible to truly be white after being Black. Moreover, whiteness itself is not a
prize for which one should aspire. So, in closing, I would like to return to Alondra Nelson’s
definition of Afrofuturism: an epistemology that is thinking about the subject position of Black
people; the resilience of black culture and black life. In Black No More, Blackness becomes the
coveted state of being many of those who pay for the supposed privilege of permanently crossing
the color line eventually experience buyer’s remorse and crave a return to Blackness. And so, in
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this world that Schuyler created, only those who remained Black or align themselves with
Blackness are truly happy in the end. And as for Matthew Fisher, it took becoming white in order
to truly appreciate the wonders of being Black.
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Chapter Four
“All Space And All Time Are Mine”: Examining Social Possibilities in the Neo Slave Narratives
of Nalo Hopkinson and Toni Morrison
“Slavery altered the condition of their being, but it could not negate their being”
-Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism

“The dead are not powerless”
- Chief Seattle

If slave narratives existed as popular sociology for the purposes of abolition, what is the purpose
of the neo-slave narrative? Do they exist as a result of post-enslavement haunting; a way to
conjure and give meaning and personhood to the past’s chattel? The past’s debt is still
outstanding; the epic failure of reconstruction has led to what Saidiya Hartman calls, “the
afterlives of slavery.” Neo-slave narratives help provide what I call Sankofic vision: speculative
returns to an African past that recover memory and meaning for the diaspora. In Black Marxism,
Cedric Robinson muses that “slavery ‘could not negate their being’ but also indisputable that
slavery ‘could not negate their being.’91 As such, this is one major point of neo-slavery
narratives to write back to this past experience and flesh out the being. to do the work of
extricating and teasing out the people behind the eponymous ‘slave’ title.
As Gordon writes in her groundbreaking text, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological
Imagination, “Toni Morrison saw slavery living in the aftermath of its abolition. She saw the
anonymous, the phantom subjects of history, and imagined their talk, feelings, and habits, in all
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their concreteness and contradictions.”92 My argument is that Toni Morrison and Nalo
Hopkinson write Sankofic returns for their protagonists in hopes of honoring ancestors whose
stories have been either lost throughout the centuries or intentionally buried.
To that end, Nalo Hopkinson uses three distinct time periods and four protagonists to
explore what Avery Gordon calls, “the things behind the things.”93 Some of these things are
personal matters, like identity formation and interpersonal relationships. Others are major themes
such as slavery, racism, and sexism. Either way, all of these “things” can be categorized as the
result of haunting. Across time and space, Mer, Thais/Meritet and Jeanne Duval (Lemer) are
haunted by societal ills and expectations. Each woman has her own desires that often place them
at odds with societal conventions. Furthermore, these protagonists are based on real women
about whom little is known. Still, their historical presence haunts Hopkinson’s text.
Black feminists and twin sisters Barbara and Beverly Smith once wrote:
One thing we know as Black feminists is how important it is for us to recognize
our own lives as herstory. Also, as Black women, as Lesbians and feminists, there
is no guarantee that our lives will ever be looked at with the kind of respect given
to certain people from other races, sexes, or classes. There is similarly no
guarantee that we or our movement will survive long enough to become safely
historical. We must document ourselves now.94
In the wake of Western imperialism, history has either presented Black people as objects or
savages who need to be saved. It is for this reason that counter-memory and counter-archives are
so important. It allows us to privilege the human and tell the truth about our interiority and
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circumstances, past present and future. In documenting ourselves, we help to ensure our survival.
Zora Neale Hurston once famously stated, "If you are silent about your pain, they'll kill you and
say you enjoyed it." The same holds true for our successes. If we are silent about them, and the
work it took to achieve them, they do not last. The only way forward and through our current
racial capitalist society is constant vigilance and concrete documentation: in memory, oral,
written or otherwise.
Similarly, cultural memory, as Marita Sturken defines it, is a
Field of cultural negotiation through which different stories vie for a place in
history [...] a field of contested meanings in which [people] interact with cultural
elements to produce concepts of the nation, particularly in events of trauma,
where both the structures and the fractures of a culture are exposed.95
In Ghostly Matters, Avery Gordon proposes what she calls a “way of seeing” as an
alternative to western sociological practices. This mediation (Gordon clearly refuses the ‘theory’
label) uses conjuring to explore modes of being that investigate the memories, feelings, and
knowledge from those who exist at society’s margins. According to Gordon,
Ghostly Matters was thus also motivated by my desire to find a method of
knowledge production and a way of writing that could represent the damage and
the haunting of the historical alternatives and thus richly conjure, describe,
narrate, and explain the liens, the costs, the forfeits, and the losses of modern
systems of abusive power in their immediacy and worldly significance” (xvii).
Disillusioned with sociology, Gordon turns to literature in order to reckon with the violent
detachment and silences of historical narratives. In her analysis of Beloved, Avery Gordon states
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that, “the story is about haunting and about the crucial way in which it mediates between
institution and person, creating the possibility of making a life, of becoming something else, in
the present and for the future.”96 The same can be said for The Salt Roads. While all three
vignettes feature women, who are enslaved in some way, the greater story focuses on the ways
that the women are able to negotiate their personhood in spite of institutional bigotry. The
novel’s protagonists are active members of their communities; they are all women who resist
societal constraints.
The Salt Roads begins in pre-revolutionary Saint-Domingue around 1858. Mer, one of the
novel’s main protagonists, is the community’s healer and wise woman. She has been on the
Saint-Domingue plantation of Sacre-Coeur for twelve years and as a result, many also address
her as ‘matant.’ The novel begins with Mer examining a very young slave girl named Georgine
who is close to giving birth. “Georgine’s skin was steamed milk with a splash of high mountain
coffee. Me, the colour of dirt in the canefields” (4). Georgine is also described as a “bleached
negress” the color of caramel (5). Very early in the novel, Hopkinson urges readers to pay
attention to the division caused by differences of skin tone on the plantation. This difference is,
of course, the result of centuries of white men, slaveowners or not, having sex with enslaved
women. Still, Hopkinson invites us to imagine the sort of agency that a slave woman had in
regard to her choice, or lack thereof, of a mate. Georgine’s relationship with Pierre invokes a
dreadful truth about slavery that Harriet Jacobs describes in Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl:
The slave girl is reared in an atmosphere of licentiousness and fear. The lash and
the foul talk of her master and his sons are her teachers. When she is fourteen or
fifteen, her owner, or his sons, or the overseer, or perhaps all of them, begin to
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bribe her with presents. If these fail to accomplish their purpose, she is whipped
or starved into submission to their will. (9.17)
Georgine is just a girl when she is given to Pierre. She does not get to choose the age at which
she will become sexually active. Nor does she decide when she will have sex, or even with
whom she will have sex. Georgine is given hand me down clothing from the plantation house,
good food and shares a cabin with just one person: Pierre. Mer does not empathize with
Georgine. She believes the girl is “just a whore... opening her legs for the white man. Coloured
man’s not good enough for her” (26). Despite their shared status as slaves, Mer and Georgine are
treated very differently on the plantation. Georgine serves in the plantation house while Mer
chops down the sugar cane sixteen hours a day in addition to her role as medicine woman. Mer,
having toiled on the plantation for a record-breaking twelve years, cannot imagine Georgine’s
apparent happiness with Pierre. She wonders why Georgine did not settle down with a free man
of color named Philomise:
Free-coloured Philomise had been making eyes at her; well-off brown man with
his own coffee plantation and plenty slaves to work it, but no, our master didn’t
want a coloured to have her. Gave her instead to that yeasty-smelling carpenter
imported to San Domingue— him from some backwards village in the ass end of
France. And Georgine was puffing herself up now she had a white man, never
mind he didn’t have two coins to rub together.97
Interestingly, Simenon, the plantation owner, would rather have Georgine “breed” with a poor
white man than a wealthy African man. One could surmise that Simenon feels animosity at the
thought of a free African who also owns a plantation and slaves. And yet, because of race-based
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slavery, Georgine would also rather live and “breed” with a poor white man than a well-to-do
African man.
Dorothy E. Roberts, in her meticulously researched work, Killing the Black Body: Race,
Reproduction and the Meaning of Liberty, expresses one of the most insidious aspects of slavery,
“it forced its victims to perpetuate the very institution that subjugated them by bearing children
who were born the property of their masters.”98 This labor greatly increased a slaveowners’
wealth while tying slaves even more firmly to the vile institution. And so, while Georgine takes
pride in her light skin, she is even more proud that her children will be lighter than she. When
her first baby is stillborn, Georgine cries, “after all this, dead? And looking more like Pierre than
me?”99
Pierre takes care of her despite her slave status. Because of this, Georgine hopes that he
will eventually free her from slavery. Mer thinks, “Pierre was looking after her well. She might
get two-three free children out of it too, and if she gave him enough boys, her Pierre might
release her from slavery finally. When she was old.”100 This scene speaks to many taboos
surrounding slavery. Technically, any children that Georgine has will be slaves unless Pierre
buys them from Master Simenon, the plantation owner. Still, Georgine hopes that her children
will be light enough to survive if they are freed. Georgine does what she can to give her children
the best possible future. She knows that even her light brown skin means a life of toil and
hardship. The small percentage of African blood in her veins outweighs that of her illicit
European lineage. But because of her light skin, Georgine has a protector who provides her with
better provisions than the rest of the slaves. Even more importantly, Pierre is teaching her to
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write. We are told: ”Her carpenter man has some of his letters, and he’s been teaching them to
his boy. Georgine looks on and pretends she doesn’t understand, then she practises in secret,
afterwards, writing the letters in the dirt and wiping them out immediately afterwards.”101
Georgine is so grateful for Mer’s medical attention that she teaches her to write. Pierre wants his
children to be educated because he has every intention of freeing them. He loves them and wants
to provide them with the tools they would need to take care of themselves as the children of a
slave and a white man. Interestingly, he does not teach Georgine, but she instead feigns
ignorance during the lessons so at to avoid Pierre’s ire. Literacy was the most dangerous tool a
slave could have. Frederick Douglass addresses this in his Narrative,
Learning would spoil the best nigger in the world. Now," said he, "if you teach
that nigger (speaking of myself) how to read, there would be no keeping him. It
would forever unfit him to be a slave. He would at once become unmanageable,
and of no value to his master. As to himself, it could do him no good, but a great
deal of harm. It would make him discontented and unhappy.102
Douglass’s Master, Mr. Auld reveals the reason why slaves are kept illiterate. Literacy provides
a means for slaves to begin to interact with the world around them. Even more importantly,
slaves could write their way to freedom. Worse, if one slave can read and write, chances are,
they would teach other slaves as well. Georgine teaches Mer, a respected elder on the plantation,
how to read and write. Mer immediately begins to teach some of the young people on the
plantation. In this way, Georgine began a process that would indeed leave the Africans on Sacre
Coeur ‘unfit’ to be slaves because through literacy, even more people began to imagine
something greater for their lives besides endless toil.
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Hopkinson seems to excavate various kinds of relationships that are not usually
associated with slavery. She gives her character's choice, limited as the options may seem. Mer
has been in a long-term intimate relationship with another slave woman named Tipingee. They
are deeply devoted to one another, “Mer always been there for her: shipmates; sisters before
Tipingee’s blood came; wives to each other after, even when they had had husbands”103 Mer and
Tipingee crossed the Atlantic together in a slave ship. They commit to taking care of each other
as long as they are able, even though Tipingee has a husband.
So, if she and Tipingee wanted to play madivinèz with each other like some
young girls did while they were waiting for marriage, well, plenty of the Ginen
felt life was too brief to fret about that. So long as Tipingee was doing her duty by
her husband, most people swallowed their bile and left them be. Tipingee
esteemed her Patrice for that, how he had never tried to take the joy of Mer from
her. Another man would have beat her.104
Mer and Tipingee’s relationship invites attention to broader issues of invisibility, marginality,
and exclusion.105 Together , the two women lived through the torment of the middle passage and
continue to comfort each other through the horrors of slavery. Mer even helps Tipingee through
the sale of her daughter. When she learns that her young daughter is sold off to Philomise for
‘breeding’, Tipingee is inconsolable. As an enslaved woman her grief is inconceivable to
Bookkeeper, the overseer of their plantation, Sacre-Coeur. He is stunned and threatens to whip
he as she collapses, wailing, in the cane fields. “Huh,” he said then. He lowered the whip. “I
guess even a bitch may howl for her pups.”106 Book-keeper cannot relate to Tipingee as a man
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would to a grieving mother. Because she is a slave, and therefore, property, the closest analogy
he allows himself is that of a female dog and her pups. Through Tipingee, Hopkinson shows her
readers the horrors of motherhood during slavery. Even more so, with all these women,
Hopkinson presents the ways in which “black women’s bodies get conceived in white
imagination through the lens of slavery.”107
As Toni Morrison states in one of her interviews about Beloved, “the story is these
people— these people who don't know they're in an era of historical interest. They just know
they have to get through the day."108 Historically, little is known about Francois Makandal. Neil
Roberts writes about Makandal in his work, Freedom as Marronage, “Makandal was an eloquent
orator originally born in Guinea and reputed to have been raised Muslim. He had a command of
Arabic, was captured as a slave, sent to Saint-Domingue, and ended up on the plantation of
Lenormand de Mézy in the northern district of Limbé.” Makandal used his oratory skills to
incite rebellion. He mounted a campaign of resistance through poison. Makandal enlisted fellow
maroons and slaves still on the plantation in his plans. He used the local poisonous plants to taint
all of the plantation resources from water to food and animals.109
And while Makandal was certainly feared in life, he became a legend after being burned
alive. According to lore, he could shapeshift and fly. It is said that he was never burned alive
because he managed to turn into a bird and fly away. There were “cries of ‘Makandal saved’
during his execution ceremony. His ability to physically escape death ensured that his legend as
well as the spirit of his resistance, would live forever “reappearing throughout space and time
like a specter, heralding a freedom to come” (Roberts 2254-2257). Hopkinson uses what little is
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known about Makandal to paint a portrait of one of the most influential marronage leaders. She
imbues Makandal with a trickster quality. Many of the novel’s magical qualities stem from her
portrayal of Makandal. Hopkinson’s Makandal is borne of an African mother who had been
djinn; “a demon from the North, the desert lands.” Legends say that Makandal “strengthened the
djinn half” of himself by eating food that lacked salt. This is significant because salt-less (fresh)
food is food for the gods (lwas/loas) only. When we meet Makandal in the book, he greets Mer,
“Salaam aleikum, matant,” he greeted me. Peace be upon you.”110 Hopkinson writes Makandal’s
supposed Islamic religion into her novel. Further, she provides a creative reason for his powers:
Every man jack of us as we got off the slave ships, the white god’s priests used
sea water to make the magic cross on our foreheads and bind us with salt to this
land. Maybe not Makandal. Never chained with white man’s obeah, never fed the
salt of the bitter soil of this new world to tie his earthly body down to it, never ate
the salt fish and the filthy haram, the salt pork that was the only meat the Ginen
got. A miracle.111
Mer, whose name means sea, does not adopt Christianity as her religion. She manages to hold on
to her old African gods and brings her native religious practices with her across the Atlantic
ocean. She believes that the Catholic cross is magical and when combined with the seawater, acts
as an anchor to their new land. Because of his shapeshifting abilities, Mer believes that
Makandal somehow manages to escape the dreaded cross. In fact, she considers it a miracle.
Interestingly, Mer does not question why Makandal did not use his powers to escape the Atlantic
slave trade altogether.
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Hopkinson’s Makandal is a ruthless leader. When Marie-Claire, her lover Tipingee’s
daughter, accidentally poisons herself with Makandal’s wares, he is contrite but resolute. Even
Tipingee does not fully blame Makandal for the incident. “Makandal is our weapon, Mer,”
Tipingee said. “Sometimes the machète slips in your hand and cuts you. It’s not the machète at
fault then, it’s your carelessness.”112 Tipingee’s loyalty to Makandal is complete. Such are the
horrors of slavery that even the near death of her child will not sway her from the man that she
believes will deliver her loved ones to freedom.
Makandal urges the slaves to remember their roots. In a clandestine gathering, he leads
them in a recitation of their tribal names, “yes, I see that some of you remember. Remember
what we are, remember our names. We Mandingue, we Ashanti, we Congo, we Ibo, we Allada
people. We Mandingue, we Ashanti, we Congo, we Ibo, we Allada people. Say it with me, my
brothers and sisters.”113 These ancestral homes were lost but not the slaves work hard to maintain
their identities, even in a hostile land. This spirited recitation is just one of the tools that
Makandal wields in order to coax the slaves to do his bidding. They truly trust that “Makandal is
going to be the saviour of the Ginen, going kick out all the grands blancs, give us our own land
to work!”114 With Makandal, it seems possible to overthrow the slavers, exile them from the
island and recreate a bit of their homeland in Saint Domingue. When he is captured, even Mer
hopes that he will use his powers to get away. Hopkinson, true to lore, writes a scene in which
the onlookers appear to witness a bird fly away. Makandal the shapeshifter escapes, for the
meantime. In reality, Makandal was burned for inciting rebellion over thirty years before the start
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of the Haitian Revolution. Still, the slaves in Saint-Domingue hope that he will return to deliver
them from bondage.
Jeanne Duval was born in Haiti around fifteen years after the revolution. Jeanne’s mother
was a slave. History remembers Jeanne Duval Charles as Baudelaire’s most cherished mistress.
The celebrated poet referred to her as his ‘Black Venus.’115 Their relationship lasted over twenty
years.

Charles Baudelaire, Jeanne Duval, 1865, pen and ink on paper. Baudelaire sketched Duval from
memory.
According to Therese Dolan, “it is uncertain whether she was a mulatto or a
quadroon.”116 Despite this, Hopkinson conjures Jeanne Duval as a woman who is very insecure
with her skin tone and wants desperately to have “the porcelain skin of a rich lady!”117 Duval
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inspired Baudelaire to write some of his most famous poems, including, Les Fleurs Du Mal.118
The passion of their relationship led to many breakups and reconciliations. During one
particularly turbulent separation near the end of their relationship, Baudelaire wrote a belligerent
letter to his mother in which he rants about Jeanne,
To live with a person who never shows any gratitude for your efforts, who thwarts
them by being clumsy or deliberately spiteful, who only considers you as her
servant and her property, with whom it is impossible to exchange one word of on
politics or literature, a creature WHO DOES NOT ADMIRE ME, and who is not
even interested in my studies, who would throw my manuscripts into the fire if
that would bring her more money than publishing them…119
This letter reveals much about the relationship in the end. Baudelaire bemoans that Duval relates
to him not as a person, but as property. And yet, he mocks her lack of education and intellectual
prowess. Furthermore, Baudelaire laments Duval’s lack of interest in his craft. He believes that
she is only interested in money. Most importantly, as he places it in all capital letters, Baudelaire
yearns for Jeanne’s admiration and is most vexed that she does not supply it.
It is quite fascinating that a celebrated, wealthy Frenchman would lament, in 1858, to his
mother, that a mixed-race Haitian woman treats him as her “servant” and “property”. Baudelaire
writes this only fifty years after the Haitian Revolution and only ten years after slavery was
abolished in the French colonies. This part of the excerpt illuminates how much Baudelaire was
enamored by Duval.
Because most of the information about their relationship derives from Baudelaire’s
writings, Hopkinson gives voice to a woman who remains shrouded in mystery. In Hopkinson’s
118
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text, Baudelaire obsesses over Duval but is financially controlled by his mother. At one point her
tells her, “sweet Lemer, understand me,” he pleaded. “Maman will allow much from me, her
only son, but I cannot overstep her morals and manners too far. Recollect, her husband controls
my inheritance.”120 Duval had two other names; Prosper and Lemer. Lemer means ‘the sea’.
This little detail links Duval and Mer, the slave woman who lived in pre-revolutionary SaintDomingue. Baudelaire desperately wants to be autonomous, but his lavish tastes causes his
mother to wrestle control of his inheritance from his grasp. And while this bother Baudelaire, we
are reminded that Duval is quite literally in Baudelaire’s control. She broods, “could I forget?
Money had us both in thrall. ‘Oh, Charles, it’s all so dreary. He controls your mama, your mama
controls you … And you control me.’” In this situation, no one is independent. However, Duval
is still at the bottom of the totem pole with very little security. And while she is not a slave,
Duval has very few options for social advancement.
In Dion Boucicault’s play, The Octoroon: Or, Life in Louisiana, it is remarked that “the
society of the south is satisfied with the slave-mistress; but the slave-wife - that is an
impossibility; an incongruity not to be borne!”121 As slaves were not considered people, they
could not be married. And although Jeanne is not a slave, she can never marry Charles. As a
mixed-race woman of low social standing, it was very unlikely that a white man, French or not,
would offer her a dowry. In this way, the relationship provides her with a tenuous illusion of
security. Still, Duval makes the best of the situation. Baudelaire pays for a separate apartment for
Duval and her mother. He buys their clothes and pays for their food. Before meeting Baudelaire,
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Duval was an entertainer, part-time actress and prostitute. Life with Baudelaire provided her
comfort, for as long as it lasted.
In the novel, Hopkinson also provides Duval with a female French lover. The passionate
love affair satisfies Duval in ways that Baudelaire does not. That begins to change the day they
decide to try divination in order to catch a glimpse of their future husbands. When Lise looks
into the chamber pot, she sees a very dark-skinned man who appears to be a butcher. The sight
disgusts Lise so much that she cries out, “he was so foul, Lemer!” She wept. “Black as the
devil!”122 (22) In this moment, Lise does not consider Duval’s feelings. She is simply stunned to
think that she may actually marry a Black man. The thought is so heinous that Lise, in an
unguarded moment, reveals how she really feels about dark skinned Black men. I make this
distinction because Lise obviously does not have the same feelings of loathing and hysteria for
light skinned, mixed-race women. Lise continues, sobbing, “I am to be wedded to a black, and
toil all my days killing pigs, and have nigger babies.” Something, something was working in me,
making me think thoughts I don’t think. “Well then, my beauty,” I told her, “they will look like
me.” It seems unconscionable to Lise that she would marry a Black man, work for money and
have children who were not white. It is all too much struggle for her. Even more so, the struggle
is of a type that Lise never imagined could be her own. Jeanne gently reminds Lise that she, too,
is Black. This appears to bring Lise out of her panic-stricken episode. Almost immediately,
though, she ‘forgets’ her fit. Jeanne, however, cannot erase the incident from her memory. This
scene illustrates what Avery Gordon calls, “the presence of the ghost” that warns us that slavery
“has not entirely gone away, even if it seems to have passed into the register of history and
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symbol.”123 Although Jeanne is a free woman, she will never live a life unencumbered by
slavery’s most dogged legacy, racism.
The third story in the novel revolves around a sex slave named Thais. Her story begins in
Alexandria, Egypt in 345 C.E. “She is dark-skinned, this beauty, and ruddy, like copper.”124
Thais is Greek and Egyptian, another ethnically mixed young woman. Although Thais prefers
her Greek name, she also has an Egyptian name, Meritet. Meritet is the Egyptian version of Mary
and also contains the French word for sea.
Bored with her bonded existence in Alexandria, Thais and her friend Judah sneak away to
visit Aelia Capitolina, modern day Jerusalem. She becomes enamored with the idea after one of
her clients mentions that the city built a new Christian temple to the Virgin Mary. “A statue to
the goddess Meritet?’ I tried to imagine a statue to someone with the same name as me, but a
goddess, a virgin goddess, and her dead son. Before she can make it into the temple, Thais is
overcome with horrible stomach pains and falls over. Two attendants help her into the
church. Thais has a miscarriage and becomes horribly distraught. She was unaware of the
pregnancy.
Thais, overcome with the need to discover the reason for the miscarriage, leads Judah to a
cave where she spends an indeterminate amount of time listening and meditating for answers. “I
think it would have been a girl. I’m sure of it, as if someone had whispered it in my ear. I could
have named her Meritet, like Little Doe’s always calling me.” At this point, Thais decides to
answer to her Egyptian name, Meritet.
She is listening to try and figure out why she had a miscarriage, if it was her fault.
Ezili answers, ‘The child wasn’t built well, couldn’t live, so its spirit went back
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between the worlds. There will be other children in the world. Not my fault! My
soul leapt with joy’. I knew it now. I had done no wrong. My name is Meritet, and
I had been pregnant, and I was no longer. I could think that now, and be at peace
with it.125 Meritet is briefly possessed by Ezili, an African goddess who is
learning to control her powers. It is Ezili who helps her accept the loss of her
baby. Near the end of her meditation period, a Christian priest, Zosimus, happens
upon Meritet’s cave.
“‘My name is Meritet,’” I said to Zosimus. “‘Will you sit with me?’” He had
decided that I was a desert whore, one of those raving Christians who mortifies
the flesh— and keeps it on her bones— by offering her body for money
(muttering prayers to Jesus the while) to men passing through the desert. Let him
think what he would. It was fun to listen to it”126
Zosimus becomes convinced that Meritet is a holy woman who has renounced prostitution to live
a life of Christian godliness. Meritet is amused by Zosimus’s prostrations and fervent praying.
Now that she has peace, Meritet and Judah set out to trade sex for transportation in order to visit
Judah’s uncle in Jerusalem.
Hopkinson ends the novel with Meritet’s tale. In the end we learn, “the slave Thais would
have borne a girl, to be raised in a whorehouse as another slave girl. Another African body borne
away on the waves.”127 Her child would have been another slave, and no one would have known
either of their names. Instead, because of a priest with a penchant for spinning tall tales, St. Mary
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of Egypt has been immortalized by the Catholic faith. In the end, Hopkinson perfectly illustrates
Avery Gordon’s point; history is a very tenuous affair.
Though Gordon writes Ghostly Matters for those at the margins, what is really uncovered
is that the margins are, in fact, the center. The Salt Roads’ protagonists are prostitutes, enslaved
women, and concubines. These people are at the very epicenter of their cultures. They are those
that we seek to ignore, the ones that label everything from ‘undesirable’ to socially dead
(Patterson 5). In reality, there is no such thing as social death. Ultimately, these women are the
opposite of the well-worn idiom ‘what you see is what you get’. They are, instead, the
embodiment of Gordon’s articulation of “the unsettled relationship between what we see and
what we know.”128
The Trappings of Slavery: Creation and Maintenance of an American Caste System in
Toni Morrison’s A Mercy
In an interview with National Public Radio’s Lynn Neary, Toni Morrison stated that she
wrote A Mercy because she “wanted to separate race from slavery to see what it was like, what it
might have been like, to be a slave but without being raced; where your status was being
enslaved but there was no application of racial inferiority.” Therefore, the novel, set in Virginia
from 1682-1690, is an experimental novel, one that seeks to imagine a side of our nation rarely
shown in literature. Morrison writes a tale of America before such a country existed, and
certainly before “dichotomies of racial superiority and inferiority, humanness and subhumanness,
had yet to claim en masse the popular colonial and, later, national psyche.”129 Morrison re-
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creates interaction in the colonies at a time in which social stratification was not yet married to
racial prejudice.
In Beloved, the protagonist Sethe describes "rememory" by explaining that "if a house
burns down, it's gone, but the place—the picture of it—stays, and not just in my rememory, but
out there, in the world” (Morrison 36). Therefore, the idea of rememory is a kind of palimpsest in
which cultural memory is compounded. Cathy Covell Waegner suggests that A Mercy "recalls
the vexed intercultural beginnings of the settlement of the New World—rather than the grand
myth of a chosen people's compact with God to establish an exemplary “City upon a Hill”,
Morrison offers a multivoiced litany featuring a collection of waifs of various (mixed)
ethnicities, vacuous aristocrats, debilitating religions, conscienceless trade."130 Toni Morrison
offers another layer to America’s origin story, one that features the oft oppressed voices of a
racial kaleidoscope. According to Saidiya Hartman, “writing the history of the dominated
requires not only the interrogation of dominant narratives and the exposure of their contingent
and partisan character but also the reclamations of archival material for contrary purposes.”131
Florens, the protagonist of A Mercy, is sold as a young girl to Jacob Vaark, an orphan born of a
Dutch father and “a girl of no consequence.”132 He travels south from New York to Maryland
and finally, Virginia in order to build his own plantation. Vaark feels pride at being a “selfmade” man while simultaneously feeling shame for not being from a wealthy family. However,
this idea of a self-made man just means that one did not inherit money from one’s family, not
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that one made their money alone. Wealth is a collaborative process, even if only a few reap the
benefits. Slavery is the ultimate example of this. Families came to the “New World” to create
wealth and dynastic power and influence that was impossible back on the continent.
Vaark has no interest in becoming a slave owner. When a client offers him an enslaved
family in order to repay a debt, Florens is offered to Vaark because her mother recognizes his
kindness and scorn for slavery. She surmises that he will probably never rape her daughter and
pleads with Vaark in order to provide Florens a safe haven. Florens never understands or
forgives her mother’s motives. Lina, a Native American woman, works on Vaark’s estate. She is
close friends with Vaark’s wife, a poor white woman from England. Two of Morrison’s
characters, Willard and Scully are indentured servants. In a tactic similar to her masterpiece of a
short story “Recitatif”, Sorrow, another central character, remains un-raced.
Morrison creates such diversity in order to illuminate the necessity of interdependence
that remained crucial to early settlers’ success. For colonists, survival was more important than
racial prejudice. Before delving into the text, I will first explore early views regarding race in the
“New world”.
On February 15, 1493, Christopher Columbus, in a letter to Luis de Santangel, one of his
supporters, wrote that he “ found very many islands filled with people innumerable, and of them
all I have taken possession for their highnesses, by proclamation made and with the royal
standard unfurled, and no oppositions was offered to me”. Whenever I read this passage, I
always envision how the people of these lands viewed Columbus, some strange man, probably
wearing way too many clothes for the Caribbean climate, planting a flag, and shouting
unintelligibly. Is it any wonder that no one “objected”? And as such, given the language and
cultural difference, who can know whether they did not? He acknowledged that these people
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exist, but still claimed dominion over them for the Spanish crown. After all, they were clearly
not Europeans, and so therefore, they were available to be seized. And of course, the burden of
communication rests on those who are, or soon to be, oppressed. In reference to the islands,
Columbus goes on to say, “to each I gave a new name”. Again, people were already living on
these islands, so they undoubtedly had names, but Columbus “baptizes” them for the Spanish
crown. Lastly, he recalls how he “sent two men inland to learn if there were a king or great city.
They traveled three days’ journey and found an infinity of small hamlets and people without
number, but nothing of importance.”133(Norton 35). One is left to wonder if any of Columbus’s
emissaries attempted to communicate with these “people without number”. Their settlements
were not great to European eyes and their leaders did not resemble European ones. Thus,
eurocentrism in the New World is born.
Some years later, regarding these “people without number” Spain’s government
appointed Dominican Friar Bartolome de las Casas “Protector of the Indians” at a time when
African slaves were regularly sent to Spain, Portugal, and the Caribbean. Casas, a fierce advocate
for Native American equality, proposed that more Africans should be imported in order to free
Native Americans from slavery. He later recanted when he supposedly realized that “black
slavery was as unjust as Indian slavery” and therefore no remedy at all (Norton 39). This
sentiment from de las Casas shows the beginning of a widespread feelings of inferiority
regarding Africans.
The epigraph at the beginning of this chapter perfectly articulates the issues created by a
racialized slave system. Samuel Sewall foresees that the African’s obvious difference will be
used to maintain a perpetual class separation for the two races. Sewall knows that Africans
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cannot blend in with whites. He also foresees that this difference will continue to ostracize
Africans well after slavery is over. In A Mercy, Jacob Vaark notices that “by eliminating
manumission, gatherings, travel and bearing arms for black people only; by granting license to
any white to kill any black for any reason; by compensating owners for a slave’s maiming or
death, they separated and protected all whites from all others forever” (13). As the novel takes
place from 1682-1690, this quote allows the reader to gain knowledge of the early systemic
disenfranchisement of Africans in the colonies. At the same time, it invites us to consider the
plight of African Americans today. The news is riddled with stories of police brutality and fatal
shootings due to community organizing and Stand Your Ground laws.
In fact, even while reviewing Morrison’s novel, some seem unable to separate African
Americans from slavery and oppression. In a review for the New York Daily News, David
Hinckley describes the characters as "white, black, free, slave, young, old." The pairing of these
oppositional terms not only reinforces the black/white binary but aligns whiteness with freedom
and blackness with slavery, an alignment that was not legally codified in the British colonies
until Virginia's 1705 slave code.134 This binary is exactly what Morrison attempts to complicate,
even as reviewers of her work resist.
At the end of A Mercy, Florens’s mother muses that “it was there I learned how I was not
a person from my country, nor from my families. I was negrita. Everything. Language, dress,
gods, dance, habits, decoration, song— all of it cooked together in the color of my skin.”135 Here,
the character recounts her distillation to a one-dimensional identity. To her owners, she is simply
black. And during this time in Barbados, “black” was already synonymous with “slave”.
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This simplified identity did not quite exist in the early days of the colonies, however. When
Florens is charged with a mission that takes her outside the plantation, a group of white people
enter the home of the white woman who provides her with shelter. This woman lives with her
daughter and the mob arrive to accuse her daughter of witchcraft. In the novel, “one woman
speaks saying I have never seen any human this black. I have, says another, this one is as black
as others I have seen. She is Afric. Afric and much more, says another. Just look at this child
says the first woman. She points to the little girl shaking and moaning by her side. Hear her.
Hear her. It is true then says another. The Black Man is among us.”136 These people become so
anxious at seeing Florens, an ‘Afric’ girl, that they forget about charging the widow’s daughter
with witchcraft. And while they are filled with anxiety and, to some extent, fear, they leave. The
widow’s daughter escorts Florens to safety later in the night. The widow and her daughter did
not fear Florens, and they both readily assisted her.
Morrison also gives voice to indentured servants and free blacks. Willard and Scully
embody many kinds of subversion. They are essentially slaves, despite lacking the label; they are
also lovers. This last bit almost gets lost in Morrison’s multi-layered text. The blacksmith,
although unnamed, is central to Morrison’s novel. A free black man, Florens falls in love with
him and it is he to whom she writes. The blacksmith is hired to make the gates that will enclose
Vaark’s new estate. Both Florens and Scully notice the familiarity and mutual respect between
the blacksmith and Vaark. Floren’s shares a couple of these encounters with awe:
Sir behaved as though the blacksmith was his brother. Lina had seen them bending
their heads over lines drawn in dirt. Another time she saw Sir slice a green apple,
his left boot raised on a rock, his mouth working along with his hands; the smithy
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nodding, looking intently at his employer. Then Sir, as nonchalantly as you please,
tipped a slice of apple on his knife and offered it to the blacksmith who, just as
nonchalantly, took it and put it in his mouth.137
Florens is stunned by the encounter. Although racial stratification had not yet solidified, Vaark’s
respect gives credibility to the blacksmith’s humanity. Vaark shares his apple casually and
silently, while both men maintain eye contact. Such actions suggest equality in a way that is
almost anathema to our common understanding of colonial America. Scully, on the other hand,
finds himself “rankled by the status of a free African versus himself, there was nothing he could
do about it. No law existed to defend indentured labor against them.”138 As a free black man, the
blacksmith represents a tiny minority in the colonies. Scully, although essentially a slave, still
relates more with white landowners. Although white, Scully is an indentured servant and
therefore, lacks agency in the colonies. Therefore, the blacksmith challenges Scully’s imagined
affinity with Vaark and the opportunities he imagines their shared whiteness provides. Scully has
been an indentured servant his entire life. Like the laws that will eventually institutionalize
slavery, Scully’s servitude was passed down to him from his mother. Once she died, he becomes
an indentured servant to pay off her debt. Because he is white, Scully believes that he will
eventually pay off the debt and become a landowner like Vaark, despite evidence to the contrary.
One hundred years after A Mercy’s setting, individuals were already decrying the
dehumanizing effects of institutionalized slavery. Some of the earliest manumission activists
appealed to members of their religious community. Samuel Sewall, in Caveat Emptor (Let the
Buyer Beware) warned slaveowners that “in taking the Negros out of Africa, and selling of them
here, that which God has joined together men do boldly rend asunder; men from their country,
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husbands from their wives, parents from their children” (Norton 324). Sewall contested the
conveniently popular claim that slaves are descendants of Ham and thus cursed by god to be
slaves in perpetuity. In response to this claim, Sewall states that Man is not made to be an
“executioner of the vindictive wrath of God” and that if this claim is true, how do we know that
God has not already taken care of this himself in the last two thousand years?
Similarly, John Woolman, a member of the Quaker church, is a fine example of someone
who is not “a product of their time”. His journal, first published in 1774, documents an encounter
that changed his life. His boss, whom he describes as “an elderly man, a member of [his]
Society”, ordered him to write a bill of sale for a slave. He recalls that writing the bill convinced
him that slave keeping was “inconsistent with the Christian religion”. His boss admitted a certain
discomfort with slavery but excused himself by stating that the woman was a gift and therefore,
he had no choice but to accept her. Sewall recalls that moment in his journal as a way to
introduce anti-slavery sentiments by appealing to a divine sense of justice.
Hector St. John de Crevecoeur echoes Sewall’s general anti-slavery sentiments while
appealing to nature as opposed to the divine. In Description of Charles-Town; Thoughts on
Slavery; On Physical Evil; A Melancholy Scene, Crevecoeur vividly recounts the horrors of
slavery in Charlestown. He states, “here the horrors of slavery, the hardship of incessant toils, are
unseen” (Norton 616).
It is impossible to read this novel without locating it in the long arc of American history,
past and present. Kara Walker’s new work, A Subtlety, or the Marvelous Sugar Baby, an
Homage to the unpaid and overworked Artisans who have refined our Sweet tastes from the cane
fields to the Kitchens of the New World on the Occasion of the demolition of the Domino Sugar
Refining Plant, features a Black woman shaped like a sphinx and encrusted with sugar. This
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work is literally dripping with sexual suggestion and looms large, a physical specter of the slave
plantation. The art installation also features eight child size figures dripping with molasses. The
piece makes it impossible to separate the two commodities: slavery and sugar.
Similarly, Toni Morrison illustrates the savagery inflicted upon the enslaved in A Mercy.
For instance, Florens’ mother shares a similar tale in which men were told to “break in” the new
female slaves in hopes of impregnating them. Speaking to her daughter across distance and time,
Minha Mae ( my mother in Portuguese) wills her daughter to understand that, “there is no
protection. To be female in this place is to be an open wound that cannot heal. Even if scars
form, the festering is ever below” (265). The desire to protect her daughter led to Mae’s
desperate act of sending her daughter with Vaark. Mae “saw the tall man see [Florens] as a
human child, not pieces of eight”. Mae believes that her act was “a mercy” (270-271). Florens’
mother seized the opportunity to provide a safe haven for her daughter, one devoid of sexual
abuse and dehumanization.
Black women who were enslaved were not the only ones facing such lack of agency.
Jacob Vaark’s wife, Rebekka knew “her prospects were servant, prostitute, wife, and although
horrible stories were told about each of those careers, the last one seemed safest”. As a poor girl
in England, Vaark’s advertisement for a wife proved most fortuitous. Although it would mean
leaving her country, Rebekka knew that being a wife would provide her with security and
purpose. It was a future in which “she might have children and therefore be guaranteed some
affection. As with any future available to her, it depended on the character of the man in charge”
(124-125). Rebekka knows that women can only gain security through her relationship to a man.
In A Mercy, Florens’ mother muses that “to be given dominion over another is a hard
thing; to wrest dominion over another is wrong thing; to give dominion of yourself to another is
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a wicked thing. America is a nation founded on racial dominion. Ultimately, A Mercy provides
insight into the ways that such dominion warps the ideals of freedom, citizenship, and
personhood. Morrison’s vision of America before such institutionalized dominion provides a
window into the society that might have been.
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Conclusion: Sankofic Visions

Scholars Alondra Nelson and Reynaldo Anderson, define Afrofuturism in the twenty-first
century as “a technogenesis of Black identity reflecting counter histories” that has “grown into
an important Diasporic techno-cultural Pan African movement.” However, the ideas and tenets
behind the term can be traced back to the very beginnings of western colonization and the
subsequent creation of the African diaspora. In an interview posted online in 2011, Alondra
Nelson says of Afrofuturism, “The word really captured everything we’d always known about
black culture, but it gave us something to call it.” So, while Mark Dery, a white cultural critic
coined the term, it owes its growth to its widespread acceptance and adoption by Black artists
and academics.
W.E.B. DuBois once famously wrote, "It is a peculiar sensation, this doubleconsciousness, this sense of always looking at oneself through the eyes of others, of measuring
one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity." Africans, and now
African Americans, are constantly struggling to reconcile how we identify and view ourselves,
with the ways in which we are viewed and judged by others. While this struggle may not be
unique to African Americans, the effects of slavery, institutionalized racism and systemic
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oppression form a sinister and covert gap between the races that remains difficult to bridge
today.
In the United States, we like to believe that our brand of democracy works to make our
country great. But for whom? George Washington believed that only the “lower class of people”
should serve as foot soldiers in the Continental Army. Thomas Jefferson envisioned his public
schools educating talented students “raked from the rubbish” of the lower class. John Adams
believed the “passion for distinction” was a powerful human force: “There must be one, indeed,
who is the last and lowest of the human species.” These founding fathers, many of them holders
of enslaved persons, have always intended for many people to be left out of the social contract.
Race, as much as the nation, is an imagined community that both binds and divides human
beings; indeed, race is a major factor in the very imagining of the national community (Burton
and Loomba 1).
As I finish this dissertation, the election of the 44th president of the United States, Barack
Hussein Obama, replays in my mind. Former President Obama’s mother is white, and the
specter of his African father is something he cannot escape. The images conjured by this
“modern family” are ones that dig up the very real fear of muddying the gene pool, as well as the
link between lynching and white female purity. His mother is sullied by his African father, in a
nation that resists the very thought of a loving relationship between a white woman and an
African man. Obama is deemed “not a citizen” because historically, he would be considered a
half-caste, a visible reminder of a black man’s heinous trespass on a white woman’s body.
People who believe this cannot look at the President without also seeing this trespass as
something punishable and extremely “un-American.”
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Despite a commanding majority of black voters supporting him by March 2008, Obama
had previously faced questions regarding his “blackness,” or the extent to which he would truly
represent the interests of black Americans. These questions emerged not only because of his
Kenyan father, white mother, upbringing in Hawaii and Indonesia, and Harvard education, but
also because of his self-portrayal as an “American candidate” (as opposed to an “African
American” candidate), his cautious approach to supporting “symbols and issues of Blackness,”
and his tendency to cast issues in universal terms” (Dillipane 131).
In Dreams of my Father, Obama confesses:
When people who don't know me well, black or white, discover my background
(and usually it is a discovery, for I ceased to advertise my mother's race at the age
of twelve or thirteen, when I began to suspect that in doing so I was ingratiating
myself to whites), I see the split-second adjustments they make, the searching
eyes for some tell-tale sign. They no longer know who I am (xv).
David Hollinger offered a fascinating rationale regarding the press coverage of Former President
Obama’s campaign:
The focus of media depictions of Barack Obama as a “post-racial,” “post-black”
or “post-ethnic” candidate is usually limited to two aspects of his presidential
campaign. First is his self-presentation with minimal references to his color.
Second, the press calls attention to the willingness of millions of white voters to
respond to Obama. Some of his greatest margins in primary elections and
caucuses were in heavily white states like Idaho and Montana. Obama even won
huge numbers of white voters in some states of the old Confederacy, and in the
November election carried Florida, Virginia and North Carolina” (1033).
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Obama’s “Yes We Can” campaign slogan dredges up the barely buried specters of American
slavery and continued inequity. In response, the majority of Americans used their votes to agree.
As the same time, his new initiative, My Brother’s Keeper, proves that the work begun by
Wheatley has yet to be finished. The initiative will “assess the impact of Federal policies,
regulations, and programs of general applicability on boys and young men of color, so as to
develop proposals that will enhance positive outcomes and eliminate or reduce negative ones.”
As a collective body, African Americans are still on trial.
In her book, The Black Interior, Elizabeth Alexander, states that “we are often prisoners
of the real, trapped in fantasies of “Negro authenticity” that dictate the only way we truly exist
for a mainstream audience is in their fantasies of our authentic-ness” (7). Because of Obama’s
mixed-race heritage, he occupies a curious space in our nation’s temporality. This temporality
informs our reaction to racial categories. People who exist in “in-between” categories trouble the
entire system. This is partially what has been illuminated by George Schuyler’s Black No More
and Pauline Hopkins’ Of One Blood: Or, The Hidden Self. With African American literature, we
consistently excavate our past and create possible futures. The term Afrofuturism began as a look
into a community by an outsider, asking the wrong question. In fact, even as it has been
embraced, the truth of the matter is that the term Afrofuturism is a rebranding; a term for an
artistic impulse that lies at the very Genesis of African American literature and art. As Robin
D.G. Kelley writes in Freedom Dreams, “Without new visions we don’t know what to build,
only what to knock down” (Loc 68). With Afrofuturism, we resist the idea that the African
Diaspora’s history began with slavery, as well as futures that others create for us and focus on
the futures that we can see for ourselves. In Pedagogies of Crossing, M. Jacqui Alexander writes
that “… there is nothing that can replace the unborrowed truths that lie at the junction of the
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particularity of our experiences and our confrontation with history’ (275). Here she invokes the
collective diasporic consciousness in order to call attention to the uniqueness of the diasporic
experience as well as the necessity of preserving one’s cultural history. Afrofuturism is about
decolonizing the imagination. The novels analyzed in this dissertation attempt to do this. Kodwo
Eshun asserts that “Afrofuturism studies the appeals that black artists, musicians, critics, and
writers have made to the future, in moments where any future was made difficult for them to
imagine.” Ultimately, we are the ones who resisted the death leaping out at us from every turn
and yet, as Bettina L. Love writes, "we want to do more than survive." We always have, and we
always will. And so, the work continues.
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