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Oh I know. I know. You give me two and two and you tell me it makes fi ve 
and it does make fi ve.
william faulkner, ABSALOM, ABSALOM!

Never mind about algebra here. That’s for poor folks. There’s no need for 
algebra where two and two make fi ve.
thomas wolfe, LOOK HOMEWARD, ANGEL

The boss wants to break a colored boy into the optical trade. You know 
algebra and you’re just cut out for the work. . . . But remember to keep 
your head. Remember you’re black.
richard wright, BLACK BOY

Count, count. They came to her straight from math and waited for the 
logarithms of poetry. Measure me, Miz Walsh. Am I sufficient?
doris betts, “beasts of the southern wild”

Moments of mathematical reckoning like these are ubiquitous in 
the literature of the  twentieth- century South. In works by white 
and black, male and female, rich and poor, and native and immi-
grant southerners, these calculating fi xations impart critical les-
sons about southerners’ tendencies to measure, divide, and value 
themselves and the Others against whom they fi nd balance. While 
many of these writers have little to connect them by race, class, gen-
der, or even geography, they consistently—if variously—fetishize 
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2 Introduction

the numbers, fi gures, and calculations that come to signify their most personal 
equations of self- worth. As we see throughout Disturbing Calculations, this phe-
nomenon is rooted in the history of the South, of capitalism, colonialism, and 
the language and technologies of Western rationality. Delivered from slavery, 
Reconstruction, and segregation, the  twentieth- century South fi nds itself at least 
nominally integrated into an American capitalist economy of limitless oppor-
tunity, but increasingly attached to slavery’s prescriptive calculations of worth, 
value, certainty, and hierarchy. Yet between these seemingly inimical economies, 
an unexpected affinity emerges; confronted by the tools and promises of a new 
order, modern southerners fi nd themselves uncannily revisiting the discourse 
and calculations of the old.

That is, the calculations of  twentieth- century southerners are so “disturbing” 
precisely because they evoke not slavery’s cold calculus but that of American 
capitalism in its most basic and enduring forms. Southern exceptionalism has 
long been asserted and perpetuated by both citizens and critics of the South for 
a variety of motives. However, I suggest instead that southerners’ anxiety over 
maintaining an exceptional status in fact uncovers surprising correlatives between 
the antebellum southern and the modern American capitalist psychology. When 
abjected southerners apprehensively calculate their sense of self- worth and status 
in the new order, they respond to the liberties and limitations of modern American 
capitalism generally—imperatives that echo plantation codes in both comfort-
ing and alarming repetition. In the twentieth century’s agonized spaces of wage 
labor and free- market capitalism, industrialization and modernization, economic 
expansion and social progressivism, New Southerners fi nd themselves haunted 
by slavery’s methods yet both tantalized and curtailed by capitalism’s uncannily 
analogous promises and priorities.

In various readings that span the earliest works of the twentieth century to 
the most recent productions in the  twenty- fi rst, I propose a new way of viewing 
U.S. southern literature that draws variously on neo- Marxist, psychoanalytic, 
and postcolonial theories in order to account for the apparent transformation 
of a material reality into a  calculation- obsessed discourse. While the origins of 
this phenomenon plainly include slavery and its principles of human quantifi -
cation and commodifi cation, it is not just former slaves but white women, elite 
men, Native Americans, and immigrants who have precise economic value in 
this system and betray anxious fi scal attachments and desires lasting long beyond 
emancipation. At the same time that elite southerners distance themselves from 
capitalism’s dehumanizing mechanisms, the marginalized yearn to realize the 
uniquely American narrative of accumulation and ascent. For both, the fetish of 
number emerges to signify the futility and danger of overidentifi cation with the 
fi gures and measures of their fragile value.
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As a concept, the fetish originally denoted a man- made object perceived to 
have supernatural or religious signifi cance and transformative power, particularly 
for the so- called primitive cultures of Egypt and Africa in collision with European 
Christianity in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.1 Already saddled with la-
tent implications of material value, the trope found ready applicability in Marx’s 
notion of commodity fetishism, central to his critique of capitalism, as well as 
in Freud’s theories of sexual fetishism; for both Marx and Freud, fetish objects 
reify material or physical desire while concealing an essential lack of materiality 
or substance.2 For Marx, commodities are abstractions with talismanic power but 
no inherent value beyond their manufactured worth in a capitalist economy that 
replaces social relations with empty, alien objects; likewise for Freud, the fetish 
is both an expression of and a denial of a lack or a loss (specifi cally of the penis), 
which the individual attempts to both repress and compensate for through the 
mediation of an object charged with the transference of meaning and signifi -
cance.3 Lacan’s later reworkings of the fetish introduce a wider fi eld of applicabil-
ity, extending it beyond the physical male- female,  mother- child model and into 
the realm of the symbolic and the literary.4 In both Marxist and psychoanalytic 
understandings of the fetish, what is most striking is this elemental sense of a 
felt or present absence, the material representation of endlessly deferred longing 
and desire. In different ways throughout this book I rely on these foundational 
concepts to explain the economic and psychological desires both portended and 
denied by the southern fetish of number. Works by southern writers insistently 
circulate numerical fi gures and calculations as textual fetishes that reveal and re-
press various degrees of economic foreclosure, entitlement, and desire, but which 
are often disguised as more humane or spiritual wants. As Henry Krips explains 
in his pivotal work on fetish as a “psychocultural” phenomenon, “the function of 
fetish is as much that of a screen as a memorial,” taking the place of “that which 
cannot be remembered directly” or that must for some reason remain repressed 
(7). Put another way, as Laura Mulvey explains, the fetish can conceal its own 
process of value making and historical specifi city, leaving it “up to the critic or 
analyst to reveal its signifi cance” (524). In this book I aim to uncoil the tangled 
desires and denials of the southern fetish of number, seeking to understand the 
signifi cance and stakes of such screens for the various individuals differently be-
reft in the  twentieth- century New South.

In doing so, my understanding of the fetish in southern literary discourse 
exceeds these psychoanalytic and economic contexts. As Anne McClintock 
describes and demonstrates in her pivotal Imperial Leather, the fetish, saddled 
with multiple and complex confrontations with race, sexuality, and national-
ism, has a vital function within colonial cultures, standing “at the  cross- roads 
of psychoanalysis and social history, inhabiting the threshold of both personal 
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and historical memory” (184). McClintock thus endeavors to “open fetishism to 
a more complex and variable history in which racial and class hierarchies would 
play as formative a role as sexuality” (184). Enabling such an investigation are de-
velopments within postcolonial theory that add to the  Marxist- Freudian concept 
of fetish the manifold desires and denials involved in confronting racial differ-
ence. In particular, Homi Bhabha suggests that the fetish, like the stereotype, 
operates in colonial discourse as a way to signify “negative difference,” denoting 
a structure of both defi ciency and desire, which the subject tries desperately to 
mask through fetishized tropes of mimicry and substitution (75).5 While critics 
have taken issue with what Bhabha himself admits is a “reckless” application of 
racial fetishism to colonial situations ranging widely from the antebellum South 
to British India, we can learn much from his expansive focus on the “temporal-
ity of repetition that constitutes those signs by which marginalized or insurgent 
subjects create a collective agency” (199). This inclusive and comprehensive 
project in some sense inspires my own: while my study remains situated in the 
U.S. South, I explore broad expanses of time, geography, and subject position 
within the fi eld of  twentieth- century southern literature in order to diagnose a 
collective and persistent colonial trauma through the recurrent signs of number 
and calculation. In doing so, I fi nd that elite southerners fetishize their own racial 
primacy (as “original,” whole, and superior) by engaging mathematical fi ctions 
of increase, multiplication, and accumulation—tropes that have a bona fi de cor-
relative in the inequitable world of free- market capitalism, and that often betray 
a sense of compensatory entitlement incited by the loss of automatic privilege and 
prosperity in a postslavery economy. Likewise, marginalized southerners register 
their difference as a lack or “minusness,” a sense of perpetual absence or depre-
ciation that they are ceaselessly attempting to factor away in order to achieve the 
fullness and prosperity associated with white mastery.

For both groups, the fetish of number collides with the enabling condition of 
narcissism, which lends to the desire for reconstitution and increase a distinctly 
personal, psychological character. Regardless of their position on the social spec-
trum, southerners are not necessarily interested in infl ating their wallets (and 
often actively reject currency as a signifi er of wealth) as much as their egos. Put 
another way, the tangled operations of fetish and narcissism indicate precisely 
how synonymous economic affluence and self- worth become within systems 
of postslavery, capitalist competition. Such an analysis requires that we under-
stand narcissism not as a pathology but as a widespread symptom of postcolonial 
trauma. According to Freud in his 1914 essay “On Narcissism,” self- love is a 
relatively normal human drive that actually motivates and preserves the sur-
vival instinct; at the stage of primary narcissism, the individual’s normal libidi-
nous impulses may be directed both inward (to the self) and outward (to objects 
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associated with the self), with the ultimate psychoanalytic goal of replacing self-
 love with  object- love.6 Certainly, this concept echoes the operation of what I am 
calling the fetish of number, by which the southern self both desires and identifi es 
with objects that signify economic and personal value. The precise coincidence of 
narcissism with economic desire is what occupies Christopher Lasch in his infl u-
ential critique of late  twentieth- century American consumer society, The Culture 
of Narcissism. Acquisitive, hedonistic, and self- obsessed, the culture of Lasch’s 
America has been replaced by fetishistic, narcissistic overidentifi cation with the 
signs and symbols of consumer capitalism.7 Lasch does not dwell specifi cally on 
the southern narcissist belatedly navigating integration into an inimical national 
economy, as other critics have done;8 but postcolonial theory has more recently 
revised the concept of narcissism in ways that facilitate its application to a south-
ern postslavery context.9 According to Frantz Fanon and Homi Bhabha, elite 
whites and males in colonial situations classically display a kind of “narcissism of 
mastery,” which aptly characterizes the manufacturing of superiority and power 
on the basis of racial, ethnic, or sexual difference. For both Fanon and Bhabha, 
however, narcissism is dual: while it primarily defi nes the elite’s attempt to derive 
status and value by exploiting and debasing inferior “others,” it also captures the 
marginalized’s desire to achieve the wholeness and integrity of the oppressor.10 
In this way, the narcissistic desire is transferred onto numerical and monetary 
proxies that serve as fetish objects for the increase of both economic and psycho-
logical welfare.11 What postcolonialism strikingly reminds us is that narcissism 
is a condition not of grandeur but of contingency and desperation, an expres-
sion not of solipsism but of “dependency on others,” a state not of strength but 
“weakness,” not inherently whole but desperately seeking an alliance that will 
“fi rm up a self prone to fragmentation” (Williams and Adams 20).

For both privileged and debased southerners, these desires thus emerge as 
fetishes that simultaneously expose and obscure their attachment to the fi gures 
and calculations of wealth and self- worth. Under Reconstruction and modern 
American capitalism, formerly elite white southerners paradoxically share with 
their marginalized others a sense of loss and foreclosure, which is answered by a 
narcissistic desire to own the colonizer’s (that is, the northern capitalist’s) world.12 
In doing so, the primacy of monetary wealth as an index of self- worth needs to be 
repressed in order to perpetuate myths of an anticommercial, feudal South; the 
fetish of number emerges with uncanny force in such contexts to neutralize these 
fi ctions. What is perhaps most “disturbing” about these fetishistic calculations of 
authority and accumulation are the uncanny ways in which minority fi gures can 
become narcissists as well—watching, desiring, and mimicking the strategies of 
the master.13 As Mahatma Gandhi famously described the conundrum of colo-
nial domination: “we want the English rule without the Englishman. You want 
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the tiger’s nature but not the tiger” (qtd. in L. Gandhi, 21). In the South of the 
twentieth century, however, the tiger’s nature—that is, the tantalizing state of not 
just economic prosperity but simple self- ownership and human value—never 
ceased to be both desirable and dangerous. Because modern southerners fi nd the 
new world of market capitalism often an uncanny repetition of plantation prin-
ciples, the factors being measured, exploited, and debited remain those of darker 
skin or the “gentler” sex. It is the multiple, vexed iterations of both desiring and 
repudiating material wealth and psychological solvency, for southerners from all 
positions and conditions, that I explore in the following chapters.

From Slavery to Capitalism and Back

In the opening pages of What Made the South Different?, Kees Gispen puzzles: 
“in light of Max Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism I have 
often wondered why the culture of this overwhelmingly protestant region re-
sembles so little the European or Yankee capitalism with which I am familiar. Or 
does it?” (ix). Moreover, he asks, “why should slavery and capitalism be consid-
ered mutually exclusive in southern history when few if any historians in my fi eld 
[European history] dispute the reality of their combination”? (x). An outsider 
to southern studies, Gispen’s perspective illuminates what has been so distinc-
tive and puzzling about much of the region’s history: a labored but ultimately 
untenable distinction between plantation paternalism and market capitalism. As 
Bertram Wyatt- Brown suggests, the South’s regional identity has always been 
“and in some ways still is founded on its claim to being anti- capitalist” (183). Yet 
this assertion became most fervent only in the South’s reluctant integration 
into a postslavery American economy and its deepening struggles to adapt and 
fl ourish in the twentieth century. In 1930, a full  sixty- fi ve years after the surrender 
at Appomattox, the Nashville Agrarians (writing as “Twelve Southerners”) fa-
mously—or infamously—collaborated to produce I’ll Take My Stand: The South 
and the Agrarian Tradition in defense of “a Southern way of life against what may 
be called the American or prevailing way . . . Agrarian versus Industrial” (xxxvii). 
“Eager to claim for themselves a tradition hostile to northern capitalism,” Persky 
explains, the Agrarians’ explicit hope was to return to a system of subsistence 
farming closely modeled on the plantation precedents of the antebellum idyll, 
which they saw as a container for the highest ideals of leisure, culture, art, and hu-
manism (117).14 Yet it is precisely in the fi ssures between an anticommercial myth 
and a capitalist machine that catastrophic revelations about history, slavery, and 
the persistence of human calculation emerge to trouble the South’s modern in-
habitants. That is, the South’s agonized confrontation with American capitalism 
was not a violent and unnatural collision so much as a fateful homecoming.15
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The fi nancial incentive of slavery has not been simply a private debate be-
tween southern conservatives and their opponents but among economists and 
historians as well. As Mark M. Smith notes, “questions concerning the economic 
and social character of antebellum southern slavery still inform modern historical 
debates which have raged with increasing volume and occasional acrimony in the 
twentieth century” (1). Eugene Genovese, one of the most prolifi c Marxist his-
torians of the South, himself famously vacillated on this matter, moving from the 
position that slaveholders were anticapitalist fi gures with an “aversion to profi t” 
to a partial admission that planters desired a return on their investments but 
were neither fully integrated into the market economy nor very successful at 
negotiating it (M. Smith 13). In Time on the Cross, their groundbreaking sta-
tistical analysis of slavery’s profi tability, Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman 
exhaustively argued that the plantation was categorically a business enterprise, 
organized and geared for revenue and participation in both local and national 
economies.16 After presenting arguments from both sides of this debate, Mark M. 
Smith concludes that the Old South may well have constituted “a society where 
plantation capitalism and conventional capitalism articulated” cohesively (94).17 
Indeed, most analysts are now willing to acknowledge that the South’s plantation 
system clearly embodied the characteristics of a protocapitalist economy even 
without pure market relations.18 To be sure, the South’s conversion to a system 
of capitalist agricultural production was swifter than occurs in most postslavery 
societies, indicating that it had been poised on the brink of such a transition for 
some time.19

This revelation indeed contradicts assumptions about the South’s “pro-
tracted route” to capitalist relations, as Stephen Hahn acknowledges (74); despite 
protests to the contrary, there is evidence that by the end of Reconstruction in 
the 1870s, southerners generally began to adopt and support  northern- style 
industrial development and modernization, with an eye toward reestablishing 
economic prosperity. As Mark Twain observed of the New Southern farmer in 
the 1880s, “the dollar [is] their god, how to get it [is] their religion” (qtd. in 
Woodward, Origins 153). Yet this drive for progress and profi t was hampered by 
the South’s  quasi- colonial economic condition, as it remained under the loose 
fi nancial control of the  industrial- capitalist North long into the twentieth cen-
t ury.20 As Woodward reports, “the control exercised by the British merchant over 
the [southern] tobacco colonies was extensive, but it never equaled that of the 
Northeastern banker” (Origins 318). By 1889, a sense that the South’s resources 
and labor were being exploited had become pervasive. Henry Grady, after attend-
ing the funeral of a Georgia man, remarked bitterly that “the South didn’t fur-
nish a thing on earth for that funeral but the corpse and the hole in the ground”: 
the coffin, gravestone, and burial attire were all purchased  ready- made from 
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northern manufacturers, even though their original materials may well have been 
extracted from southern soil and factories (qtd. in McLaughlin and Robock 3). 
As Woodward hypothesizes, the South “seems to have had a fatal attraction for 
such [low wage, low- value creating industries]” (Origins 309). Long hampered 
by a rural, agricultural,  labor- intensive system, many southerners quite simply 
lacked the preparation and skills necessary to propel them into  higher- wage, 
more technologically advanced fi elds (G. Wright 158).

U.S. involvement in the  Spanish- American War of 1898 and then World War I 
provided an opportunity and a necessity for the South to ally with the North on 
something more like equal terms, and many seized upon this prospect greedily.21 
An economic upturn associated with World War I also meant that the South’s 
surplus labor would be for a time more fully utilized. Following the war, however, 
the South plunged again into isolation and economic despair; and Barbara Ladd 
has suggested that southern writers during this period intensifi ed their appeals 
to the past partly as an idyllic refuge from the nation’s increasingly imperialistic 
international entanglements (Nationalism xii).22 A regional sense of foreclosure 
and entitlement deepened as well; by the 1920s and 1930s, the South’s colonial 
economy seemed to reach its nadir even before the sinking national economy. As 
Thomas Daniel Young reports in The History of Southern Literature, the early 
decades of the century found the South “at the bottom of the list in almost every-
thing: ownership of automobiles, radios, residence telephones; income per capita, 
bank deposits; homes with electricity, running water, and indoor plumbing. Its 
residents subscribed to the fewest magazines and newspapers, read the fewest 
books; they also provided the least support for education, public libraries, and 
art museums” (262).

In 1935, Rupert Vance was among the fi rst to identify the system of interre-
gional dependency as a colonial economy.23 Similar observations followed, cul-
minating in the preparation of the federal Report on Economic Conditions of the 
South incited by President Roosevelt’s infamous and belated lament that “the 
South presents right now the Nation’s No. 1 economic problem. . . . For we have 
an economic unbalance in the Nation as a whole, due to this very condition of 
the South” (1).24 New Deal programs, particularly the Agricultural Adjustment 
Act of 1933, were instituted federally in an attempt to excite the region’s stagnant 
economy and crop prices; fi nally, the government was responding to the strait-
ened conditions that southern farmers had been facing for decades. Yet even 
the introduction of aid programs, crop diversifi cation, and industrial progress 
seemed paradoxically to deepen the region’s dependency: mining and processing 
metals, fabrics, grains, timber, and other raw materials simply allowed the South 
to continue exporting its  cheaply- prepared products to factories and companies 
in northern cities for fi nishing and distributing. As the production of export 
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staples grew dramatically, so too did the areas of the South that had previously 
been independent of this system; as a result, the extractive economy came to 
envelop more and more of the South: rural areas and urban locales formed a vir-
tual assembly line of production and export, but the main centers of fi nance and 
profi t were still based above the Mason- Dixon Line (Kirby 26). Bruce Schulman 
reports that in 1937, southern per capita income amounted to “barely half the 
standard of the rest of the nation”—a statistical reality, he asserts, that surely 
“translated into concrete human suffering” (From Cotton Belt 3).

Crippled by protracted dependency and stagnation, the literature of this pe-
riod begins to manifest textual preoccupations with the fi gures and calculations 
of slavery, capitalism, and ascent as vexed and ambivalent desires for compen-
sation, accumulation, and a renewed sense of value and integrity. Along with 
these preoccupations often come nostalgic retreats to antebellum idylls, where 
anticapitalist humanism fueled the social economy and presumably supplied a 
richness of virtue and luxury that could not be quantifi ed; but the persistence of 
quantifying tropes in such back- looking reveries troubles the claim that capital-
ist priorities were not always integral to the South’s storied past. As I discuss 
in greater detail in chapter 1, texts by elite white southerners betray a lurking 
lust to have it all: a return to economic prosperity and racial hierarchy under 
slavery, an ambivalent collision of modern fi nancial opportunity and a mystifi ed 
protocapitalist plantation order. Such desires were actually coterminous with the 
deepening racial stratifi cation of the Jim Crow South; as Dewey Grantham notes 
in The History of Southern Literature, “while urging economic innovation, [New 
Southerners] accepted the prevailing racial attitudes” and failed to denounce the 
injustices of the past (241). C. Vann Woodward notes similarly that “the deeper 
the involvements in commitments to the New Order, the louder the protests of 
loyalty to the Old” (Origins 155).25

Not in dispute about the plantation economy is the fact that the profi t of the 
system was prioritized over the value and humanity of its exploited laborers. 
Many historians have argued that racial subjugation developed as an ex post facto 
justifi cation for slavery’s palatability rather than an a priori assertion of blacks’ 
natural inferiority. As Eric Williams notes in Capitalism and Slavery, “the features 
of the man, his hair, color and dentrifi ce, his ‘subhuman’ characteristics so widely 
pleaded, were only the later rationalizations to justify a simple economic fact: 
that the colonies needed labor and resorted to Negro labor because it was cheap-
est and best” (20). The intensifi cation of racist ideologies in the Jim Crow South 
can be seen as, in part, an elaborate attempt to justify the apparently natural and 
advantageous system that predated the cheap, inefficient, dehumanizing world of 
capital relations. Not everyone agrees with this position: as George Frederickson 
protests, “no readily perceptible class interest can account for this kind of racial 
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hysteria . . . sustained over such a long period and in the face of massive economic 
and social changes” (157).26 Yet the point I seek to make here is that such racial at-
titudes and antagonisms, whatever their origins, intensifi ed well into the twenti-
eth century as a telling symptom of a largely narcissistic, self- serving project and 
crisis of individual value. As Cheryl Harris argues in “Whiteness as Property,” 
simply being white has historically come with the privilege of ownership, even 
(if to a lesser extent) for poor whites.27 Having lost a system in which ownership 
correlates so rigidly with racial identity, many  twentieth- century white south-
erners naturally yearned for the return of the plantation’s simpler, more reliable 
mathematics at all costs. Conservative historians of the South like Ulrich Bonnell 
Phillips began even more energetically to recast the fundamental morality of the 
plantation system, seeking to redress what he felt were unfair stereotypes of cru-
elty and avarice.28 “To get into the records is to get away from the stereotypes,” 
Phillips avers. “It is from the records and with a sense of the personal equation 
that I have sought to speak” (vii–viii).29 Yet nothing in those “records” could alter 
the fact that they harbored on their pages the details of a system that tallied to-
gether cotton and human chattel. These records themselves become a key fetish 
in works by modern southerners ambivalently recalling the serenity and shame of 
the Old South. As Walter Johnson describes, to the typical southern slave trader, 
“slavery looked like this: a list of names, numbers, and outcomes  double- entered 
in the meticulous Slave Record . . . he could and did turn thousands of people 
into prices” (45–46). Account books patently commodify human chattel and 
spectralize the plantation’s capital fl ow in a way that makes the system’s cash-
 driven imperatives difficult to suppress. Yet, as we see in chapter 1, writers such 
as Faulkner and Allen Tate employ the device in order to dramatize the collision 
between seemingly incongruous social orders: slavery and capitalism. Indeed, 
these books appear frequently in the fi ction of the depressed elite as fetish objects 
wherein the mercantilism that supplanted this humanistic order is both demon-
ized and made potently seductive.

Textual appearances of the ledger trope naturally occupy a portion of my at-
tention in the chapters that follow, as the account book is the mathematical in-
strument most obviously tied to the protocapitalist economy of slavery. But my 
argument rests more broadly on the assumption that “number” and calculations 
in general become a textual fetish arising directly from these southerners’ par-
ticipation in and repression of their roles in a capitalist economy. I arrive at this 
extrapolation in several ways, each of which I expand on in the pages that follow: 
fi rst, I acknowledge the obvious, which is that mathematics is the primary lan-
guage of economics and that a  calculation- obsessed discourse may on some level 
be a response to conditioning within a capitalist environment, something south-
erners are for radically divergent reasons both eager and reluctant to demonstrate. 
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Second, I recognize that mathematics as a discipline has a genealogy apart from 
and preceding its function within economics, but that this history has tradition-
ally been a  Western- imperialist one, endowing its applications with disturbing 
signifi cance when adopted wholesale by members of suppressed classes anxious 
to compute and thus appreciate their own human value and identity. Finally, I 
draw on the sociohistorical uses of number as a tool in colonial contexts, where 
mathematics and calculations serve as elite technologies to quantify, defi ne, cat-
egorize, and control the “other.” The implications of number arising in this book 
differ depending on the context and stakes of the author and his or her creations; 
but taken together, the manifold signifi cance of mathematical discourse captures 
the complexity and urgency of the South’s fetishized imbrications in capitalism, 
imperialism, and colonialism.

Origins of a Calculating Discourse

The role of mathematics as a primary function in the order and maintenance 
of a market capitalist system is indisputable. Marx himself acknowledged that 
mathematics developed partly in order to help negotiate the needs of society, 
showing its most remarkable advances particularly as it engaged with the abstract 
calculations of market capitalism.30 In a study of the developments in algorith-
mic function in the fi fteenth century, Frank Swetz explains that such advances 
radically changed and facilitated the training of European merchants and money 
changers, in a sense helping capitalism itself to develop and fl ourish.31 As capital-
ism progressed, innovations in mathematical analysis often developed alongside 
it, providing a language and a methodology for calculating and computing its 
functions. A prominent example is general equilibrium theory, the mathemati-
cal analysis of an entire market economy, which emerged from the attempts of 
 nineteenth- century mathematicians Leon Walras and Vilfredo Pareto to legiti-
mize Adam Smith’s notion of the “invisible hand” through math (C. Young 164). 
Interestingly, while the equilibrium theory was largely ignored at the time, it was 
revived (and known as the ge/Welfare economists project) by mathematical econ-
omists working in the United States during the Great Depression and attempt-
ing to regulate the fl ow of the market through a series of elaborate mathematical 
prescriptives. While perfectly and even amazingly rational, this “mathematical 
torturing” generated only what Cristobal Young calls “a grand narrative on the 
fragility and implausibility of perfect market equilibrium” (166). The American 
economy was “rescued” from such regulation by free- market champions like 
Milton Friedman, for whom even the most precise mathematical elegance could 
not capture or dictate the glories of the market. In this brief sketch of mathemat-
ics’ long investment in market capitalism, what I mean to demonstrate above 
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all is the diverse and fervent use to which mathematics has been put in the ser-
vice of alternately demystifying, revolutionizing, and glorifying the institution 
of capitalism. Whether engineered in the service of promoting social welfare, 
public demystifi cation, or corporate profi teering, mathematics emerges above all 
as an initially neutral instrument that becomes laden with the values and de-
sires attached to it by those invested in understanding, improving, or dismantling 
capitalism as a governing social structure. As Cristobal Young comments in a 
review of Robert Nelson’s Economics as Religion, if “economists are a priestly 
class. . . . The bishops of this class are mathematicians” (161). Nelson’s book 
itself provides a kind of “theology of economics” in which he ultimately argues 
for an understanding of the free market as a solid foundation for values endorsed 
by God (C. Young 162, 170). As such, mathematics rises to the level of talisman 
or fetish, much like its original iteration as a sacred object endowed with trans-
formative potential.

What interests and troubles me most in such formulations is the function 
of mathematics as a fetishized discourse through which the capitalist market-
place is raised to the level of social salvation or religious pulpit. If mathemat-
ics is the bishop of the capitalist religion, what scripture does it preach? What 
fundamental emptiness and unrequited lack must the fetish of number disguise 
when yoked to a system of alienation and abstraction? Part of what I argue in 
Disturbing Calculations is that capitalism generally, particularly in its peculiarly 
advanced, modern American forms, engenders in its subjects a crippling sense of 
narcissistic delirium (as Lasch argues) as well as the illusion of a desire or a lack 
that must be fi lled or gratifi ed. The fi rst part of this characterization has roots in 
 liberal- democratic theory hearkening back to the seventeenth century where, as 
C. B. MacPherson has famously outlined, a new individualism came into being 
that characterized a “possessive quality . . . in its conception of the individual 
as essentially the proprietor of his own person or capacities” (3). MacPherson’s 
theory of “possessive individualism” sees freedom itself as a “function of pos-
session” and thus a cornerstone of liberal democracy (3); such freedom in 
 twentieth- century market societies in fact comes to defi ne and delimit one’s very 
humanity (271–72). This fact haunts U.S. southerners in their transition from a 
neoaristocratic order of privilege to one of apparent equal opportunity and com-
petition, where former slaves are accorded humanity and freedom at the same 
time that they enter into a game in which property ownership signifi es not just 
wealth but individual human value. What Lasch identifi es as a pervasive, patho-
logical narcissism has its origins in the amplifi cation of a system encouraging the 
democratic individual to overidentify with his or her pocketbook. For south-
erners, the transition to this system excited an exacerbated sense of narcissistic 
yearning, paranoia, and rivalry, as individuals from across the social spectrum 
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seemed to perceive themselves (with varying degrees of accuracy) as both depre-
ciated and deserving of prosperity.

As narcissism betrays a desire for fulfi llment by an Other that will both re-
fl ect and complete (and presumably empower and enrich) the self, the world of 
object consumption promises to satisfy an ingrained human hunger for posses-
sion. Yet the simple, well- documented fact that the marketplace abstracts rather 
than fulfi lls desire, along with a wayward notion that the human self can be vali-
dated and amplifi ed by engaging in such an exchange, insures that these dislo-
cated southerners simply replace one lost cause (the plantation) with another 
(the marketplace). In this way, my approach to these texts draws on critiques of 
Marxist thought that seek to replace its overemphasis on production and labor 
as concrete (if mystifi ed) categories with the bleaker recognition that such “reali-
ties” are traps, indeed mirrors (according to Jean Baudrillard) further impris-
oning us within the marketplace, disguising what is fundamentally an abstract 
environment of signs without referents.32 Even the sense of lack itself is an illu-
sion, as Eugene Holland summarizes Deleuze and Guattari’s sweeping critique 
of capitalism (which topples psychoanalysis as a capitalist institution along the 
way): “there is no real lack, except as engineered retroactively by social systems 
of representation” (293). For southerners, the numerical fetish emerges to signify 
a sense of loss and desire at the same time that it dooms them to the essential 
emptiness of this modern narcissism, a material and psychological yearning and 
a loss that can never be compensated.

My interest throughout this book lies in the moments when mathemat-
ics emerges as a discourse patently attached to a market that gives its numbers 
substance and value. The title page of Foundations of Economic Analysis, Paul 
Samuelson’s pioneering work in Keynesian economics, states simply that “math-
ematics is a language.”33 The work that follows (and Samuelson’s massive body 
of writing in general) demonstrates how deeply he believes that this language 
could and should be used to appreciate the mechanics of market capitalism; but I 
am interested in exploring the literal and literary implications of his pronounce-
ment. As a language, mathematics is a collection of empty signifi ers waiting to be 
accorded situational signifi cance; as Eugene W. Holland explains in a review of 
Deleuze and Guattari’s Anti- Oedipus, “The basis of capitalist society is . . . the 
abstract calculus of capital itself ” (296). Deleuze and Guattari go on to imagine 
a radical decoding (and eventually a re- coding) of this environment, but my at-
tention remains on the way that this “abstract calculus” becomes an inexorable 
feature of discourse in capitalist societies, and in a more sweeping sense, a sub-
stanceless code attached to a world of substanceless signs. When asked to measure 
and compute individual human worth and hierarchy, such calculations become, 
as my title avers, truly disturbing. Yet, as Erik Dussere notes in Balancing the 
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Books, the language of fi nance suffuses our contemporary discourse from the 
mundane to the sublime, and there has been no shortage of critical attention to 
the intersections of economics and literature from various stages and locations 
in the global progress of capitalism. Dussere reminds us of the peculiar implica-
tions this discourse has in the South, where slavery engendered “a particular 
economic confi guration, a crucible in which economic analysis takes on special 
urgency” (11). Dussere examines the terms and signifi cance of accounting as a 
textual feature of Faulkner and Toni Morrison’s fi ctional engagements with slav-
ery. Ultimately, he fi nds both authors able to manage this discursive haunting in 
some way, either by rejecting its insuperable vicissitudes (as Faulkner does) or by 
harnessing its language and an entry into modern capitalism as the only available 
means to self- ownership (as in Morrison’s efforts). Dussere’s readings are rigor-
ously and passionately rendered but cannot ultimately overcome the adhesive 
context of a postslavery capitalist society, wherein such victories amount to little 
more than continued imprisonment within a discourse of painful and intimate 
abstractions. What the following chapters demonstrate is that the progress from 
slavery to capitalism indeed endows southerners’ mathematical language with a 
peculiar complexity, ambivalence, and tenacity.

Just as free- market capitalism cannot be analyzed apart from the  Enlightenment- 
driven Western values driving its growth and profusion, neither can mathematics 
as a discipline be divorced from the same intellectual conditions of rationality and 
progress that fostered its most revolutionary period of growth in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. While early forms of math were known to have existed 
in the earliest Egyptian and Babylonian societies (largely in response to busi-
ness, agricultural, and surveying needs), it was not until the Enlightenment’s 
seismic shifts in philosophy and politics that mathematics rose to widespread 
prominence as a mode capable of producing scientifi c certainty in accordance 
with new ways of approaching and understanding the world and human society.34 
Mathematical methods such as Gottfried Leibniz’s avowed to advance positive, 
unerring knowledge about the universe.35 Championed by Hegel as a science of 
quantity that could endow individuals with concrete information about the ma-
terial world, mathematics represented the primary, exemplary mode by which 
one could measure and produce knowledge. Following this rather naturally were 
theories about ethical and moral positivism; as Kant would later contend, since 
morality is consistent among rational beings, the guidelines for moral reasoning 
must be considered as prescribed and reliable as the rules of arithmetic. In phi-
losophy, the “calculus of reasoning” describes the methods employed to rational-
ize nebulous ethical problems; mathematically, the word calculus itself refers to 
“the system of rules for manipulating symbols, which extends the possibility of 
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thought in solving problems and proving statements” (Dictionary of Philosophy); 
already encoded in this defi nition are the possibility for manipulation and the 
intervention of the thinking consciousness, elements saddled with subjectivity 
and self- interest.

Indeed, the fundamental problem with all such systems of positive knowl-
edge is that knowledge itself is, according to Descartes and myriad subsequent 
thinkers, inherently narcissistic. As Max Weber observes about mathematics in 
particular, calculating operations fundamentally violate the universe’s mysteries 
with the narcissistic presumption that one may “master all things by calculation” 
(139).36 Enlightenment thinking helps accomplish the conversion of narcissistic 
desires and needs into calculable categories; and often, the desire to mathemati-
cally apprehend the world is also to codify or control it for one’s own purpose or 
gain. Foucault once observed with some alarm that the forces of Western rational-
ity itself could be used to justify and sustain colonialism’s “economic domination 
and political hegemony” (54). And as Derrida had already noted quite simply in 
1974, the “very structure of Western rationality is racist and imperialist” (qtd. in 
L. Gandhi 26). Enlightenment ideals, which championed the virtues of scientifi c 
and mathematical thinking as paths to true cultural maturity, sophistication, and 
advancement, were often the very same values invoked to justify the expansion 
of European power (i.e., colonialism) over the savage, uncivilized masses of India 
and Africa; even Marx absolved the costs implicated in the conquest of India be-
cause colonization had a seemingly benefi cent civilizing effect on its apparently 
primitive peoples (Said, Orientalism 153).

Of course, modernity brings with it the sober realization that morality is nei-
ther certain nor impartial; in imperial societies in particular, it can be and has 
long been distorted to suit the ends of the dominant culture. In After Virtue, 
his investigation of modernity’s disintegrating moral code, Alasdair MacIntyre 
suggests that “reason is calculative; it can assess truths of fact and mathematical 
relations but nothing more” (54). But when “truth,” “fact,” and “mathematics” 
are already corruptible categories, reason itself is vulnerable to the defi nitions 
and revisions of those whose ends may be self- serving and exploitative. As Alan J. 
Bishop has argued in his studies of Western mathematics and Mary Poovey in her 
investigation of modern accounting, numbers and calculations can be perverted 
to serve the moral, political, economic, or narcissistic needs of the master calcu-
lator—and when the calculations affect either one’s economic or ethical accounts, 
they may accomplish a theft of existential proportions.37 This is the calculus of 
reason confronted by modern southerners poised between worlds—a network of 
rational forces employed to render an unethical, exploitative system natural, sci-
entifi c, and unerring in its logic. As an imperial tool, mathematical determinacy is 
broadly powerful. Cartography, for example—the practice of dividing land into 
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quadrants easy to parcel, command, and possess—imposes mathematical and 
geometric grids onto an unruly landscape and thus converts it into property to 
be appropriated and exchanged.38 Such projects could be rationalized morally, as 
in Thomas Jefferson’s grand democratic plan to divide U.S. land equally among 
its industrious  farmer- citizens. Jefferson’s democratic aspirations did not extend, 
of course, either to his own numerous chattel or to the region’s Indians, whom he 
considered an expensive nuisance that needed to be expelled in order to stage his 
spectacles of democratic and agricultural efficiency.39

The attachment of numbers to such imperial projects and philosophies mat-
ters because their authority came to solidify mathematics as a discipline of truth 
and fact, ends that are not inviolable but rather catastrophically vulnerable to self-
 serving manipulation. But such long- held and classically mandated presump-
tions have helped to perpetuate our confi dence in mathematics, logic, rationality, 
and the supreme clarity of numbers. When the fundamental artifi ciality and ma-
nipulability of mathematics and Western knowledge generally slips behind the 
curtain of faith and hope—particularly in the economic systems whose simple 
arithmetic (more work + more money = more happiness) would seem to offer 
unerring promise and salvation—we fi nd modern Americans, and particularly 
modern southerners, most crippled by their indoctrination into a beguiling sys-
tem of abstractions and dreams.

The applicability of postcolonial theory and analysis to the culture and litera-
ture of the United States has been vigorously debated for nearly two decades. 
Foremost in the hesitancy to accord America “postcolonial” status is the coun-
try’s apparently exceptional status as a monumentally “successful” nation, which 
distinguishes it from other former British and European colonies; moreover, op-
ponents of U.S. postcolonial studies (and often of postcolonial studies in general) 
have sharply critiqued the irony that studies of non- Western cultures proceed 
audaciously from the ivory tower of Western academic remoteness and privilege 
whose campuses are located mainly on U.S. soil. Beyond these political objections 
exist additional concerns about the simple accuracy of a label to describe a na-
tion that inaugurated its own independence by in turn colonizing and exploiting 
others, fi rst at home and later abroad. As Anne McClintock was quick to argue in 
“The Angel of Progress,” the hasty addition of a “post” prefi x to America’s own 
colonial projects is optimistic at best, and at worst dangerously myopic. Indeed, 
as subsequent critics have gone on to show, America’s colonial and postcolonial 
character is much too complex, evolving, and disturbing to be easily dismissed 
or defi ned.40 Particularly in the recent, post–September 11 resuscitation of xe-
nophobic nationalism and imperial invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq has the 
relevance of a colonial critique to U.S. studies become decidedly more credible 
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and urgent. Moreover, the continued dependent status of American Indians cor-
ralled on federal reservations, along with glaring domestic policy disasters such 
as Hurricane Katrina, demands that we look closely at internal structures of both 
colonial and postcolonial inequity.41 Such views have striking contemporary rel-
evance, but the awareness of intellectual categories and historical contexts within 
which we might situate them are not new: as Peter Schmidt and Amritjit Singh 
outline in Postcolonial Theory and the United States, concepts of postcoloniality 
inspired by the pioneering works of Edward Said, Frantz Fanon, and W. E. B. 
DuBois found an earlier, natural convergence with U.S. ethnic studies and its 
issues of immigration, exile, diaspora, and assimilation. And there is a real- world 
imperative to make such issues viable and visible, as current events like Hurricane 
Katrina remind us: indeed, in her introduction to a new anthology of American 
literature and postcolonial theory, Deborah L. Madsen claims that such critical 
approaches have the potential to raise “important questions about the complicity 
and potential for resistance offered by the practice of literary study, and spe-
cifi cally the study of American literature” (10).42 More particularly, I hope this 
book incites such questions and possibilities in the long- segregated fi eld of U.S. 
southern literature.

The delusions of exceptionalism that hampered early efforts to view the U.S. 
as a postcolonial entity are precisely the forces that have discouraged attempts 
to situate the American South as anything but distinctive, peculiar, and back-
ward. Jon Smith argues as much in “Postcolonial, Black, and Nobody’s Margin: 
The U.S. South in New World Studies,” which promotes emergent recognitions 
of the U.S. South as “simultaneously center and margin, colonizer and colo-
nized, global north and global south, essentialist and hybrid,” orientations that 
represent “a crucial locus for the development of such [postcolonial] theory” 
(144). Most broad theoretical considerations of American postcoloniality, while 
they routinely treat African American confrontations with slavery and apartheid 
rooted clearly in southern spaces, tend ultimately to overlook a specifi c analysis of 
the South’s particular role in promulgating the ideologies of suppression begun 
by American exploration and settlement (narratives that prominently include 
and traverse southern territories), continued in the region’s plantation economy 
and segregation policies, and enduring even now in regional politics.43 Yet, as a 
May 2007 New York Times article acknowledged, citing new scholarly works by 
Matthew Lassiter and Kevin Kruse, “what is most distinctive about the latest re-
search on the South is its claim that the South is no longer distinctive” but rather 
that the region’s perceived backwardness is actually a small symptom of a much 
broader national trend toward reactionary conservatism (Cohen).44 The compara-
tive tide is turning not just North but abroad as well, with a distinct transnational 
shift in the fi eld of southern studies giving rise to numerous symposia, special 
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issues of academic journals, critical anthologies, and full- length studies. Most 
notably, works like Deborah Cohn’s History and Memory in the Two Souths and 
(coedited with Jon Smith) Look Away!, George Handley’s Postslavery Literatures 
in the Americas, and Jose Limon’s American Encounters, no doubt among many 
others soon to appear, represent sustained comparisons of the U.S. South to other 
New World, postcolonial regions. The titles alone of much recent scholarship 
on southern studies and southern literature broadcast nothing if not the notion 
that the U.S. South is no longer where or what we assumed it to be: Suzanne 
Jones and Sharon Monteith’s (eds.) South to a New Place, Fred Hobson’s South 
to the Future, Martyn Bone’s The Postsouthern Sense of Place, and, again, Smith 
and Cohn’s Look Away! This wealth of critical activity has reconceptualized 
the South, often postcolonially, as a particularly diverse container of settlement 
and racial histories, stretching its purview to the global, Latin American, and 
Caribbean “Souths” with which it shares histories, cultures, and legacies of eco-
nomic and racial domination.45 Two excellent collections of essays on the global 
South include The American South in a Global World (edited by Peacock, Watson, 
and Matthews) and Globalization and the American South (edited by Cobb and 
Stueck).46 Both works advocate viewing the South as inherently and historically 
transnational, born of early global forces and continuing in critical ways to refl ect 
and interact with other nations’ economies, histories, cultures, and citizens. Long 
assumed to be an aberration inside U.S. borders, the South is more recently and 
judiciously being appraised as a region among other colonial and postcolonial 
sites globally, “taking its place in a world of regions, not simply of  nation- states” 
(Peacock, Watson, and Matthews 2–3). While my own approach is not in practice 
comparative or global, it is indebted to these studies for broadening the purview 
of southern studies to include new and unsettling narratives of economic exploi-
tation and psychological catastrophe, and for lobbying aggressively in argument 
and example for the adoption of postcolonial theory and methodology as a lens 
for better understanding and contextualizing the perceived peculiarities of south-
ern literature.

Edward Said’s monumental work of postcolonial analysis, Orientalism, ad-
vanced the notion that textual discourse might reveal the colonial practice of 
fashioning, governing, desiring, and disciplining the image of the other; more 
recently, theorists like Homi Bhabha, Gayatri Spivak, Bill Ashcroft, Sara Suleri, 
and Salman Rushdie have explored the myriad ways in which colonized subjects 
engage in anticolonial self- representations, attempting to disrupt the totalizing 
authority of an imperial center by speaking back, often in the colonizer’s own 
tongue. What is so intriguing about southern discourse is the infi nitude of rup-
tures within its voices: neither colonizer nor colonized in a strict sense, whites, 
blacks, males, females, and ethnic others apprehend one another and themselves 
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in a complicated web of narcissistic desire and expression. All, regardless of sub-
ject position, are imbued with a primary drive issued by the logic of global capi-
talism and its earliest, perverse iterations under slavery: accumulate, dominate, 
exploit, and increase at all costs.47

Under such intense conditions of expropriation, suppression, and desire, the 
language of economics and mathematics dogs southerners well into the twentieth 
century. As I have already argued, the fetish of number is motivated by the logic 
of both economics and rationality; what the postcolonial context adds to this 
drive is the use of number as a tool to measure, subdue, and control. In societ-
ies bred out of colonial contact, hybridity and syncretism threaten the clarity of 
social order and hierarchy; these slippery, in- between fi gures—whom Bhabha 
terms “incalculable”—need to be calculated, identifi ed, categorized, and thereby 
mastered (62). In this project of reckoning subjectivity, as Arjun Appadurai has 
argued, number itself becomes a “pedagogical and disciplinary” tool of the colo-
nial regime, a way to “tame . . . diversities” and deny the disruption of hybridity 
(125, 123). Such leveling methods are applicable to African Americans during 
slavery and even upon emancipation, when, as we have already seen, their racial 
calculability and classifi cation were perceived as vital to maintaining an economic 
and social order. These operations had lasting provenance not just for blacks but 
for whites and women involved in the system as well; as Nell Irvin Painter asserts 
in Southern History across the Color Line, “the calculus of slavery confi gured so-
ciety as a whole,” wreaking its effects not just on slaves but masters, “their white 
families, and, ultimately, on their whole society” (20, 30).

More explicit gestures of control employed scientifi c and mathematical prin-
ciples to “prove” that African Americans were inferior biologically, or that they 
in fact constituted a subspecies of the human race. The height of this scholarship 
emerged in the 1840s and 1850s, leading up to and helping to ignite the Civil War, 
and included northern scientists such as John H. Van Evrie as well as southerners 
like the Louisiana physician Samuel A. Cartwright (Stanton vii). “Proofs” of ra-
cial inferiority were used to justify slavery, but they did not disappear after eman-
cipation; in fact, attempts to measure race biologically saw various developments 
and extensions well into the twentieth century: in Deviant Bodies Jennifer Terry 
and Jacqueline Urla explore various “medical and scientifi c studies” used to de-
termine racial and moral character precisely at moments “of heated debate about 
who would enjoy the privileges of legal and economic enfranchisement” and to 
“police” those found unworthy (1). The worst of these impulses have material-
ized in the “science” of eugenics; practiced not just in Nazi Germany but indeed 
(and fi rst) on U.S. southern soil in  government- sponsored operations like the 
Tuskegee Syphilis Experiment, which allowed 399 poor black sharecroppers to 
languish in the late stages of syphilis in the name of medical science.48
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Such outrages were possible because, in the eyes of authority, the humanity 
of slaves and their descendants was dubious at best. Perhaps the most famous 
evidence of this comes in the Three- fi fths Compromise of 1787, where it was de-
termined that the Constitution would designate African American slaves “three-
 fi fths of a person.”49 Ironically, it was the South’s delegates who lobbied for slaves 
to be counted at all, since doing so would insure white southerners additional 
seats in the U.S. House of Representatives.50 The fractional compromise did not 
point up the attenuated humanity of the black who could be thus diminished 
so much as it highlighted his signifi cance as a pawn in a larger game of regional 
politics. That the slave’s existence as a person was up for such protracted debate 
emphasizes the cruel fact that exploitable others could be quantifi ed to benefi t 
those who control them, and not just in the pages of a plantation ledger. The 
compromise was effectively nullifi ed when the Thirteenth Amendment abolished 
slavery in 1865, but its impact was much longer lived.

Such language of apportionment is not mere rhetoric but has a profound effect 
on one’s sense of integrity, agency, and value. Censuses function similarly, par-
ticularly in a capitalist economy where there is nearly always a cost- benefi t con-
sideration accorded to how (and how many) citizens are counted. Census counts 
have long been attributing whole number status to African Americans, but only 
in the year 2000 did  census- takers begin allowing respondents to choose more 
than one category designating race, ending a long- standing procedure that has 
helped to perpetuate essentialist notions of racial difference.51 As Bhabha notes of 
colonial calculability, Benedict Anderson agrees that “the fi ction of the census is 
that everyone is in it, and that everyone has one—and only one—extremely clear 
place. No fractions” (166). The implications of this totalizing imperative can be 
profound; as a recent study suggests, “the census does more than simply refl ect 
social reality; rather, it plays a key role in the construction of that reality” (Kertzer 
and Arel 2, italics added).52 Such methods carry over into the needs of slavery and 
Jim Crow, when determining racial difference with certainty was critical to the 
maintenance of an entire economy and social hierarchy; elaborate mathematical 
equations helped to determine just who qualifi ed as black (and, indeed, helped 
to qualify as black anyone with a drop of African blood, as the “one- drop rule” 
famously accomplished) in order to classify and contain them properly.53 Not 
surprisingly, the methods for determining racial makeup thus became nearly hys-
terical. Werner Sollors describes the complex equations used as early as 1815 to 
gauge degrees of racial mixing; he comments that

the premise of such a text would seem to be that “race” was foremost a mathematical 

problem, and that “algebraic notations” could resolve some of the political issues of 

mankind. . . . The fractions, especially the more intricate ones that serve to draw out 
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the nuances of the only boundary that matters, are likely to intimidate the non- expert. 

The text embodies the dialectic of Enlightenment, though . . . the mathematical ap-

proach moves into the realm of “science” what amounts to little more than . . . a com-

plex legitimation of racial hierarchy. (115)

As Sollors notes, such equations and proofs carried the assurance of En-
lightenment positivism, merging mathematics with scientifi c fact in an effort to 
“resolve some of the political issues of mankind”; plantation society relied on 
these equations to refl ect the fetish of racial identity, and indeed such mathemat-
ics wielded a powerful ability to determine one’s lawful status as chattel, and with 
it the capacity to strip not only material and psychological wellbeing but basic 
humanity. Such power lends chilling resonance to the students’ voices in Doris 
Betts’s fi ctional classroom in “Beasts of the Southern Wild”: “Count, count. . . . 
Measure me, Miz Walsh. Am I sufficient?”

Haunted by the oppressive discourses and practices of antebellum slavery, pa-
triarchy, and segregation,  twentieth- century southerners enter a capitalist world 
ruled and contaminated by the politics of ascendance and the fetish of garnering 
surplus personal value at all costs. The anxiety of integration and modernization 
is not so much a reaction to change, I argue, but a dawning realization that the 
world of numbers, fi gures, and disturbing calculations is hauntingly cotermi-
nous with the mechanisms of the Lost Cause—“lost” in practice, but not in its 
uncanny power to return, demean, and systematically efface all those implicated 
in the contemporary logic of modern capitalism. By looking briefl y in chapter 
1 at works by white southerners as seemingly diverse as Allen Tate, William 
Alexander Percy, Thomas Wolfe, and William Faulkner, we begin to see how 
pervasively economic dispossession and social fl ux unsettled white male sub-
jects in the modern South. I explore the following questions: what do these elite 
southerners both know and repress about the plantation order that conditioned 
their families’ and their own perspectives on class, segregation, hierarchy, and 
personal value? How do they register an awareness that market capitalism not 
only propels them rudely into a modern, imperial nation, but in fact returns 
them uncannily to the operations of chattel slavery and its dehumanizing mecha-
nisms? Within these panoramic narratives of defeat and decline, I suggest, mem-
bers of déclassé white dynasties tend to subordinate money to status, recognizing 
currency as a mere proxy for a “true” value located in morality, character, and a 
challenged belief in natural aristocracy. By returning irresistibly to fi nances and 
fi gures as textual means to appreciate and bolster the self, however, these writers 
reveal their continued attachment to systems of commodifi cation and elevation 
descending from the practice of chattel slavery and continuing to shape the char-
acter of market relations in the modern South. By disavowing pecuniary interests 
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at the same time that they reveal their paradoxical reliance upon such measures 
and methods, southern elites imperfectly repress the economic order that both 
created and unseated them.

Richard H. King’s A Southern Renaissance is memorable for claiming that 
the sudden effusion of literary productivity lasting from about 1930 to 1955 and 
known commonly as the Southern Renaissance could be explained and character-
ized mainly by white male southerners’ preoccupation with “‘the Southern family 
romance’” (7).54 King’s controversial decision to leave black and female south-
erners out of his study confi rms their marginality to the elite,  quasi- aristocratic 
world of bloodlines and postwar cultural bankruptcy; but one must labor in-
tensely to prolong the illusion that these discrete social realms are not deeply en-
tangled, that in fact the white patriarchy’s perceived health and prosperity rests 
specifi cally on the steadying presence of its devoted wives, mothers, and slaves 
who could not help but develop opinions and perspectives on their subjection.55 
In chapters 2 and 3 I return to explore the material and psychic costs to African 
American and female southerners, respectively, of their rigidly prescribed and 
enduringly codifi ed roles in support of a slave economy, a patriarchal society, and 
an elaborate illusion of paternalism and virtue.

Struggling to adapt to an order that touted free wage labor and opportuni-
ties for cultural and material advancement, the modern African American south-
erners discussed in chapter 2 fi nd themselves detained instead within a system 
still orchestrated to insure segregation, disenfranchisement, exploitation, and 
sacrifi ce. With little choice but to participate in an inimical economy, I argue, 
black southerners resort either to theft (Richard Wright), migration (R. Wright 
and William Attaway), mimicry of white mastery (Attaway and James Weldon 
Johnson), or suicidal retreats (R. Wright, Attaway, and Johnson). All of these fates 
constitute acts of narcissistic desperation and repetition; that is, in their attempts 
to own and value themselves in the twentieth century, African American south-
erners fi nd themselves staring into mirrors that refl ect back to them the methods 
and priorities of the white master. Put another way, the structures of modern 
capitalism seem orchestrated to benefi t and enrich the same old characters all 
over again; as James Weldon Johnson’s narrator in The Autobiography of an Ex-
 Coloured Man observes, “‘Have a white skin, and all else may be added unto you’” 
(155). Claudia Tate explains that there is a long African American tradition of 
avoiding such psychoanalytic theorizing as “anathema” because of its tendency 
to pathologize the black family and underestimate social (i.e., racist) contribu-
tions to individual psyche formation (16).56 Hortense J. Spillers agrees that 
“little or nothing in the intellectual history of  African- Americans within the so-
cial and political context of the United States would suggest the effectiveness 
of a psychoanalytic discourse” (376); but she softens this stance by suggesting 
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that such an approach, if properly contextualized, could aid in the pursuit of 
“ethical self- knowledge” (427). Postcolonial theory has done much to draw out 
the potential for a socially responsible psychoanalytic approach; indeed, in such 
contexts “ethical self- knowledge” often points disturbingly (and narcissistically) 
back to the self ’s desires, constructs, and calculations as conditioned by the mas-
ter. Accordingly, my chapter 2 ends with a brief reading of Zora Neale Hurston’s 
deceptively sweet short story, “The Gilded Six- Bits,” and a caution that roman-
tic notions of subordinating the evils of money to more fulfi lling resources of 
love and community are shortsighted at best; neither Hurston nor any of the 
other writers in that chapter envisions a viable way to surmount the structures of 
privilege, exploitation, and dependency that delimit their worlds and restrict 
their opportunities and voices. The fetish of number emerges in the pages of 
these works repeatedly to taunt modern African American southerners with a 
world of prosperity offered to them with one hand and foreclosed by the other. 
Such prospects never stop being reifi cations of a void in the black southern exper-
ience, an invitation to use corrupt mechanisms in order to mediate a deep sense 
of loss that American postslavery market culture cannot yet compensate.

In a similar way, chapter 3 invites rereadings of three southern women writ-
ers traditionally considered to be—however modestly for their time and loca-
tion—feminists: Frances Newman, Anita Loos, and Katherine Anne Porter. 
While these authors promote the principles of women’s liberation, autonomy, 
and self- expression, none manages to harness an uncontaminated or effective 
means of self- possession divorced from their traditional roles and priorities in a 
hierarchical, sexist community. As Anne McClintock argues in Imperial Leather, 
“controlling women’s sexuality, exalting maternity and breeding a virile race of 
 empire- builders was widely perceived as the paramount means for controlling 
the health and wealth of the male imperial body” (47). While such imperatives 
are not always explicit directives in southern women’s writing of the twentieth 
century, they nonetheless haunt even bold attempts to locate “health and wealth” 
in the female body and mind rather than those of her male oppressors. In their 
most fervent, savvy, and at times  light- hearted quests to fl out authority in favor 
of autonomy and self- fulfi llment, these women calculate their way into a net loss 
of emotional destitution and sometimes literal physical wasting.

Despite the unprecedented and largely unpredicted prosperity of the con-
temporary Sun Belt South, the prospects and psychologies of its inhabitants 
deteriorated further in the post–World War II, post–civil rights era. Chapter 4 
surveys the radical proliferation of narcissistic calculations in the midst of rapid 
industrial and economic growth, a paradox that highlights the failed promise of 
capitalism and the compensatory fetish of number and accumulation. By juxta-
posing white and black, female and male, rich and poor southerners, I suggest 
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that the rhetoric of loss, accumulation, and narcissistic isolation has become not 
just pervasive but increasingly disabling and pathological. In novels by Walker 
Percy, Alice Walker, and Dorothy Allison, characters wander without volition, 
memory, or companionship through the wasted, “bombed- out” landscapes of 
southern “progress,” foreclosed from the apparent richness of that world in a 
way that suggests a totalizing lack of reality, substance, and fulfi llment for south-
erners—indeed, for all Americans—regardless of class, race, or status. Following 
Baudrillard, I suggest that it is the structure of capitalism itself that has fi nally 
impoverished the contemporary southerner, who subsequently retreats in mas-
ochistic ways to false historical idylls and, in the failure of the fetish to persist and 
fulfi ll, to terms of personal, psychological depreciation. For the female characters 
in these novels, the vacancy of contemporary reality is symbolized in repeated 
references to self- mutilation, abuse, and physical emaciation. For Walker Percy’s 
displaced neoaristocracy, the future holds a sense of permanent elite amnesia, 
an inability to connect emotionally with other human beings or the self, and a 
pathological desire to return to the safety and order of a mathematical world that 
is “as elegant as algebra.”

At the end of chapter 4 I turn briefl y to an issue that receives more sustained 
consideration in chapter 5: the lurking Native American presences in all three 
works that deepen and complicate the plights of the South’s traditionally biracial 
subjects. These reminders of a precolonial culture underlie and disturb the my-
thology of autocthony and innocence upon which not just southern but American 
exceptionalism rests and depends. In the introduction to Look Away! Smith and 
Cohn describe southern studies itself as historically narcissistic, and encourage in-
stead a turning outward of our critical gaze, “away from . . . nativist  navel- gazing” 
(13). But what about looking within? In moving beyond the South’s borders, I ar-
gue, the New Southern studies’ transnational gaze obscures the Native American 
displacement and genocide at the very origins of this transcontinental New World 
narrative, avoiding altogether the Indians who predated its discourse and sur-
vive to testify in the contemporary South.57 We need to begin to account for the 
parade of apparently extinct Indians resurfacing in the writings of  present- day 
southerners like Walker Percy, Alice Walker, and Allison, among others. I read the 
Native infl uences emerging in these writers’ works as reminders that the past as 
they know it, and particularly the democratic grandeur and economic prosperity 
upon which the region and the nation has been constructed, has been an elaborate 
artifi ce marked by glaring absences and omissions; by resurrecting the Indians at 
the occluded heart of not just the South’s but of the nation’s foundation, these 
subjects elicit an awareness of counternarratives and histories beneath both the 
plantation and capitalism’s master chronicle, and they draw power from the dis-
possessed indigenous fi gures with whom they fi nd an uncanny alliance.
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Ultimately, however, these contemporary southerners are too preoccupied 
with their own crises of value for this historical awakening and  cross- cultural 
association to do much good, and I argue that their ruminations revert again to 
narcissism as they subsume the Native experience in order to restore the self. In 
chapter 5, then, I turn attention to southeastern Indians themselves, acknowl-
edging their vibrant survival in the  present- day South, along with other ethnic 
and racial voices who have been silenced, erased, or made “zero” in the ruthless 
mathematics of the region’s biracial economy. I explore works by the Choctaw 
Cherokee writer and critic Louis Owens and the Cherokee Appalachian poet 
and essayist Marilou Awiakta in the larger context of framing the voices of those 
occluded or exempt from the biracial economy of the South. In an effort to in-
tervene in this persistently  black- white monolith, I introduce these indigenous 
voices alongside the testimony of the Vietnamese American Lan Cao, whose novel 
Monkey Bridge reveals uncanny convergences between feudal and postwar U.S. 
South and Saigon. Examining the South from comparative and marginal Indian 
and immigrant perspectives helps us to see more accurately how the South’s ma-
terial and discursive legacy, in its insistence on distinctiveness and naturalness, 
obscures the “others” who trouble this narrative and the disturbing expanse of 
colonial histories that it resembles. At the end of chapter 5, I fi nd it critical to 
return to the writing of African American southerners who, like these outsiders, 
attempt to rearticulate and reverse the terms of their depletion. In a devastatingly 
literal way, black writers confront the Atlanta child murder cases of the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, fi guring the events as parables of the culture’s existentially lost 
and missing, the exploited and the slain, and the elaborate political machinery 
invested in keeping the bodies quiet and making a black man publicly and dubi-
ously bear the blame for crimes committed upon his own people. All of these 
writers endeavor to re- member not just the bodies of their cultures’ victims but 
their own histories and communities as well, piecing back together the lives and 
narratives fragmented or effaced by the elaborate and exclusive mathematics of 
a violent order.

My title is drawn from a moment in Homi Bhabha’s Location of Culture, a 
 fi eld- shaping work of postcolonial criticism that explores the crisis of subalter-
nity and modernity broadly.58 About subaltern narratives generally, he states 
hopefully:

The aim of cultural difference is to rearticulate the sum of knowledge from the per-

spective of the signifying position of the minority that resists totalization—the repeti-

tion that will not return as the same, the  minus- in- origin that results in political and 

discursive strategies where adding to does not add up but serves to disturb the calcula-

tion of power and knowledge, producing other spaces of subaltern signifi cation. (162)
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Impoverished literally and spiritually by their participation in an exploitative 
colonial economy, the southern writers I examine in this book all struggle to 
compensate for their “minus- in- origin” by either embracing old hegemonies or 
testing new iterations of selfhood. While these endeavors often result in more 
“repetition” than disruption, I, like Bhabha, leave open the possibility that the 
prevailing calculations of a master narrative might be resisted, disturbed, or re-
written. Number can totalize, Bhabha cautions, but it can also subvert. As the 
duality of this project’s title suggests, calculation has “disturbing” signifi cance in 
imperial societies, but we need to begin searching for moments when subaltern 
writers themselves do the disturbing, fi nding new solutions to the calculations 
that divide and destroy them.



A family owning one hundred slaves of varying ages, sex and skills easily 
had an investment of one hundred thousand dollars in a readily marketable 
product. On the day the Civil War ended, this value became zero.
e. grey dimond and herman m. hattaway, 

LETTERS FROM FOREST PLACE

Images of the modern South have long featured conservative white 
gentlemen in Sunday best whose genteel breeding and humane val-
ues starkly oppose the crass materialism of northern industrialism 
and fi nance capitalism. Such fi ctions tend to attach themselves to an-
tebellum idylls and the cataclysm of Civil War; when they do engage 
the  twentieth- century context, it is often to dramatize how the Old 
South’s befuddled descendants navigate a coldly calculating, inimical 
modern economy that operates on the principles of competition and 
ascent rather than natural aristocracy and automatic privilege.1 As a 
counterpoint to the unscrupulous mechanics of market capitalism, 
the antebellum myth, complete with its racial hierarchies, needed to 
be refi gured as benevolent, refi ned, and anticommercial; novels (and 
subsequently fi lms) with the broadest appeal included Civil War ep-
ics like Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind, which “depicted 
a cohesive  nineteenth- century South that, in its hierarchical but 
mutually binding interracial culture, provided precisely the sustain-
ing anticapitalist values often called for in contemporary discourse” 
(52). While many of the South’s modern writers harbored Agrarian 
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sympathies, their works often betray material anxieties of a much more ambivalent 
order; that is, for the white elite and those ambivalent in- between classes, capital-
ism offers an opportunity for accumulation and restoration that is, in fact, com-
patible with the plantation’s obsolete, antebellum priorities. In direct response to 
this crisis, an abundance of numerical metaphors and quantifying pathologies for 
human identity and worth emerges in the psyches and vocabularies of the white 
elite. Such revelations seem at times conscious and refl ective, and are often bit-
ter and hungry; at other moments, however, these writers evince only a dawning 
recognition that the modern systems of capital suppressing them are precisely the 
technologies that have always already colonized the elite southern experience.

After the Civil War and the subsequent dismantling of chattel slavery, slave-
holders lost their primary source of “self- amplifi cation.” As one historian puts 
it, the emancipated slave’s market value suddenly became “zero” (Dimond and 
Hattaway xvii); with the plantation ledgers thus cleared, the master’s literal worth 
and fi gurative sense of position and authority would (theoretically) diminish as 
well. Yet a new ledger of value making soon emerged to take its place. In “The 
Hind Tit,” Andrew Nelson Lytle argues that the introduction of capitalist meth-
odologies into the South’s agrarian arcadia will have disastrous consequences: 
“It is the numbering of a farm’s resources . . . and as the only reason to number 
them is to turn them into cash . . . the agrarian South is bound to go when the fi rst 
page is turned and the fi rst mark crosses the ledger” (I’ll Take My Stand 234). 
Yet it takes a signifi cant amount of repression to presume that ledgers were not 
commonplace in the practice of recording the array of a plantation’s “resources,” 
the most vital of which was its chattel. Still, it behooves white southerners to 
imagine that the cruelties of numbering and converting goods into cash sup-
planted a kinder, more humane system; Lytle’s thesis can be explained partly by 
a sense of regional foreclosure, captured in the image of the “hind tit”: he and his 
fellow Agrarians are simply tired of being relegated to the back of the litter, suck-
ling last and least at the hind tit of American capitalism’s fat, nurturing sow.

As a largely rural, agrarian periphery of production and labor within a domi-
nant national economy, the South of the early twentieth century was still at-
tempting to emerge from the crippling dependency of Reconstruction, in which 
the South was regarded as a domestic colony: “Lacking capital, Southerners be-
came foremen and workers for Northern masters, and farmers were even further 
removed from the lines of power and wealth” (Daniel, Standing at the Crossroads 
3). This condition of dependency was not new to modern southerners but had, 
as Joseph J. Persky explains, long characterized the national system of “‘unequal 
exchange’ between metropolis and periphery” (2). In this sense, and perhaps 
only in this sense, we may see the South’s former slaveholders as “colonized” 
individuals suffering the psychological effects of servility and exploitation.2 As 
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Jack Temple Kirby argues in Rural Worlds Lost, even by 1920 much of the South 
remained exactly as (or, in some ways, worse than) it had been in 1870, plagued 
by neoplantation sharecropping, exhausted soil, boll weevil infestations, and de-
bilitating price gouging (xiv–xv). Bereft and subjugated by a national economy, 
southerners seem anxious to disavow capitalism’s inequities while cashing in on 
its profi ts—material and otherwise. Thus, this chapter is not simply about the 
South’s traditional elite such as Allen Tate and William Alexander Percy, but 
also its ambivalent, in- between fi gures like William Faulkner and Thomas Wolfe, 
who fi nd themselves poised ambiguously amid a lost order of white privilege and 
a new world of economic opportunity. Indeed, such fi gures often dramatize in 
their own works and consciousness the dialectic between the Old South and the 
New, and between northern progress and southern struggle. When numbers and 
fi gures emerge in the texts of these reluctant modern southerners, then, they are 
heavy with ambivalence: foremost is a cultivated fear of converting the South’s 
goods—and presumably also its people—into cash, a process that relegates even 
the region’s white elite to positions of dependency and subjection. Yet increas-
ingly, these modern writers thus betray their fear that such vulnerability would 
destroy the ledger’s neoaristocratic logic, whereby landowners had long achieved 
virtually automatic solvency and integrity at the terrible cost of the others over 
whom they measured, enriched, and elevated themselves. As Walter Johnson 
points out, “the buyers imagine the slave market as a vehicle of self- amplifi cation 
. . . they strip, question, and discipline the enslaved people through whom their 
imagined identities become literal” (15). When white southerners were placed 
in the outrageous position of subservience, their methods for recuperation and 
recompense naturally returned to the priorities of slavery and the principles of 
automatic ascendancy on the basis of race and gender. The Jim Crow laws of the 
1880s and 1890s, which overtook the South in the form of widespread segrega-
tion well into the twentieth century, offered a mechanism for reinstituting racial 
and economic order in a region that struggled to get back on its feet.3 In this 
chapter’s readings, white male writers from various positions on the social spec-
trum converge in their recourse to racial hierarchy as a means to secure not just 
social but economic mastery; and in their hunger for the fetish of number, they 
evince a desire for the mechanisms of capitalist ascent that reveal more about the 
cruel calculus of plantation math than they can perhaps imagine or intend.

“The World Where People Counted and Added Things”: From 
Slavery to Capitalism

One of the most prominent Agrarians to emerge from the group responsible 
for I’ll Take My Stand was the young Kentucky native and Vanderbilt graduate 
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Allen Tate. Widely recognized for his culturally conservative essays, biographies 
of Confederate heroes Stonewall Jackson and Jefferson Davis, and modernist 
poetry (in particular, his 1928 “Ode to the Confederate Dead”), he also published 
one novel, The Fathers, in 1938. Neither the poems nor the novel has received sig-
nifi cant critical attention in recent years; indeed, many of his works are now out 
of print, and as David Yezzi notes, Tate is “simply not part of the contemporary 
discussion.” The reason for this neglect seems in part a negative judgment on 
his artistry, and in larger part a perception that his work rather uncritically and 
unfashionably attaches itself to a “bygone South” that academics have labored to 
leave behind (Yezzi). Yet Tate’s alliance with Agrarianism and its literary critical 
offshoot, the New Criticism, is not the end of the story, nor are his sympathies 
without ambiguity and ambivalence: The Fathers in particular seems to indicate 
not so much a rejection of modern America’s market culture as much as a fearful 
fascination with its tantalizing energy and promises; moreover, like other writers 
of the period, Tate’s reluctant engagement with capitalism’s perversions reveals 
just how familiar and appealing its operations are to these neoaristocrats.

Set in 1860 Virginia, in an embattled society on the brink of Civil War and 
social ruin, Tate’s novel is narrated from the distance of half a century by 
 sixty- fi ve- year- old Lacy Buchan. In both authorial and narratorial remove, the 
novel is a retrospective, regretful look at the world of squandered gentility and ar-
istocracy, an exercise in ironic mourning for a lost way of life. The aging Buchan 
articulates as much in an opening apologia:

Is it not something to tell, when a score of people whom I knew and loved . . . either 

out of violence in themselves or the times, or out of some misery or shame, scattered 

into the new life of the modern age where they cannot even fi nd themselves? Why 

cannot life change without tangling the lives of innocent persons? Why do innocent 

persons cease their innocence and become violent and evil in themselves that such 

great changes may take place? (5)

Throughout The Fathers, Tate seeks to explore the demise of an aristocratic fam-
ily whose “innocent” lives become fragmented and tainted by the intrusion of 
an alienating “modern age.” Buchan’s lament echoes Tate’s own agrarian nos-
talgia, so much so that biographer Thomas Underwood deems Tate’s novel a 
thinly veiled effort to vindicate his own Virginia ancestors and their fall from 
economic prominence: “Haunted by the ghost of his own mother and her family, 
Tate worked on the novel like a man possessed” (269).

The major rift in the novel occurs between two families—the aristocratic 
Buchans and the modern capitalist Poseys—and is emblematic of the collision 
of antagonistic social orders. Signifi cantly, as Richard King points out, it is not 
just the Buchans but the Posey family that is also steeped in tradition, “an old 
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Maryland family, one which is ‘more refi ned . . . but less civilized’ than Lacy’s. 
We learn signifi cantly that George’s father died early and that George was a 
‘mother’s boy’; and thus he lacked anyone to master his energies and give them 
form. He is always ‘elsewhere’ and ‘without people or place.’ The result is that 
George inadvertently destroys whatever he touches” (Southern Renaissance 108). 
While economics are hardly mentioned, it is the shift in the family fortunes that 
precipitates a loss of patriarchal order; concomitantly, what fades is geographi-
cal and ancestral rootedness—he is “elsewhere” and “without people or place.” 
George’s corruption, as we will soon see, is in his sacrilegious confl ation of capi-
talism and paternalism, the two realms that aristocratic southerners labored most 
to polarize; yet for all this, he is also a dangerously seductive fi gure. His ambiva-
lence perfectly mirrors the perilous desires of the modern South’s elite in crisis: 
while unseated aristocrats might desire the wealth of the new order, they want 
none of the disgrace of participating in its corrupt operations.

A scene early in the novel establishes  fi fteen- year- old Lacy’s dawning recogni-
tion that his father’s genteel, paternalistic ways are on the verge of being replaced 
by this inimical economy. From a window high above the yard, he watches one of 
the family’s many slaves heading brazenly toward the front of the house with an 
armload of fi rewood; while Lacy objects to this untoward behavior—“‘He’s car-
rying it to the front door,’ I said”—his older brother Semmes simply replies, “‘It 
don’t make any difference where he totes it. . . . Twenty negroes are too many for 
this place’” (19). What Semmes acknowledges here is an utterly foreign concept 
to Lacy, who believes that “some people had negroes as naturally as others did 
not, that it was all chance” (19). Semmes, however, equates the work of these 
black bodies with the family’s production and profi t, exposing to Lacy the glaring 
imbalance in the books: “Good God, boy, look around you—there hasn’t been 
any tobacco in the barns for nearly ten years. And how much corn do you think 
papa makes? Fifteen bushels to the acre!” (20). In one swift calculation, Lacy’s 
universe utterly changes, and he transitions abruptly from a space of paternalism 
and natural aristocracy to “the world where people counted and added things, 
the fi rst intrusion of change into my consciousness, and I only dimly knew what 
it meant” (19). As the grammar here makes clear, it is not simply Lacy’s con-
sciousness that has “changed,” matured, or awakened to a knowledge of slavery’s 
economic character; rather it is the “change” taking place in the world beyond 
that has intruded upon his consciousness and his family’s affairs, altering the 
value of his father’s possessions and rendering them something to be counted 
and calculated. Encoded also in this scene is the fear that the negroes them-
selves may now be counting, too: Semmes uses the word “tote” to refer to the 
black man carrying wood—not the fi rst nor the most natural descriptor for this 
action—which has a secondary meaning of “total” or “sum”; used as a verb, it 
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also connotes the related “tot,” meaning to add or total up a sum, and in account-
ing terminology means “to make a note against a name in a list or a sum or item 
in an account” (oed). Given that slaves themselves constituted the items in a 
plantation’s accounts, powerless over the fi gures of their own reckoning, the re-
versal of agency here—the negro “toting” in the wrong place—clearly portends 
the dangerous freedom heralded by the new capitalist order.

Tate seems to want us to believe that individuals who never had to worry 
about reckoning accounts must suddenly do so now, while the human quantities 
once comprising a slaveholder’s worth have also won entry into the same calculus 
of advancement. The shock of conversion jars Lacy so harshly because he has 
until now professed to be ignorant of slaves as owned “things”; instead, they are 
mere presences in his world who serve the family by “chance” and by nature 
rather than by compulsion or hegemony. Interestingly, the impending Civil War 
is what shatters his innocence: for what seems to be the fi rst time, the family’s 
looming misfortunes alert him to the surplus value around him. In effect, by 
giving us Lacy’s untainted gaze, Tate attempts to show a compassionate order 
made cold and calculating by emancipation rather than slavery itself. Mr. Buchan 
refuses to sell his surplus slaves, even though he has “too many” for his estate’s 
needs, out of a sense of paternalistic duty on the one hand and, on the other, a 
suppressed desire to preserve an illusion of material comfort. This is precisely 
what Max Weber would describe as an “irrational” feature of slave economies: 
“the master cannot adjust the size of his labor force in accordance with business 
fl uctuations. In particular, efficiency cannot readily be attained through the ma-
nipulation of the labor force if sentiment, custom, or community pressure makes 
separation of families difficult” (paraphrased by Genovese in Political Economy 
of Slavery 16).

In stark contrast, George Posey, the renegade capitalist and Mr. Buchan’s foil 
in The Fathers, readily sells his own half- black brother in order to reap a needed 
profi t, informing his mulatto sibling that he represents “‘liquid capital’” (54). 
Where the Buchans embody an embattled gentility and aristocracy, Posey heralds 
the intrusion of disastrous commercial priorities. Yet it cannot escape us that 
Posey plays the part of slavedealer perfectly, suggesting that his market instincts 
derive specifi cally from plantation principles. Nonetheless, Tate’s dichotomous 
view clearly encourages us to believe that Posey has been perverted into such be-
havior by a cold entrepreneurial calculus utterly inimical to the Buchan brand of 
paternalism, as Mr. Buchan would never deign to sell his own slaves. As Radcliffe 
Squires suggests, Posey “is good at ‘business’ but does not know the ‘value’ of 
anything”; presumably more respectable is Mr. Buchan, whom we might say is 
terrible at “business” but at least knows the worth of things—that is, people and 
family, white, black, or mulatto. Dangerously deluded though this appraisal may 



The Fetish of Surplus Value 33

be, it highlights the perforated notions of “value” as they mark the gulf between 
mercantilism and aristocracy (138).

Dazzled and, like so many around him, seduced by the new order that George 
Posey represents, Lacy’s naive detachment from historical knowledge is fi gured 
as the problem of the New South: as Tate himself explained to his friend and 
fellow poet John Peal Bishop, Lacy embodies “‘the Virginian lack of historical 
perspective—a lack that permits him to see in George Posey mystery and excite-
ment; whereas you and I know that Posey is only the American dream, which 
you’ve often called the American nightmare. I hope my moral is clear—that 
the Dream is not naïve and vital, but disorderly, coming out of a background of 
decadence’” (Underwood 267). The Buchans could just as easily become Poseys, 
Tate’s moral suggests, if young men like Lacy do not use the lessons of history 
and gentility to expunge calculating desires and dangerous “decadence” from 
true nobility. Caught between Posey’s new world of counting and adding and his 
own heritage of humanism and decorum, Lacy is left to fi nd a path into the New 
South that the Civil War would usher in. In the novel’s closing scene, he vows 
dramatically to fi nish the work of the man he loves “more than I love any man” 
(306); but just who that man is, ultimately, remains ambiguous. The person he 
professes such great devotion to is identifi ed only as “he,” a man who could be 
George as he gallops off into the sunset at that very moment; or it may instead be 
Lacy’s father, recently killed but invoked in Lacy’s memory at this key moment. 
Indeed, of the many attempts to interpret the novel’s title, critics most commonly 
conjecture that Lacy’s central crisis lies in choosing which of his two “father” 
fi gures—his actual paternal fi gure or George Posey—he will follow into his and 
the South’s future.

But just a few pages earlier, after a visitation from his dead grandfather, Lacy 
refl ects on a broader ancestry and tradition: “The house, the big sugar tree, the 
back gallery, papa’s affectionate glance were all that I was; under the chestnut tree 
was all that I would be” (281). This revelation, paired with Tate’s commitment to 
historical perspective, indicates that Lacy does ultimately fi nd his fi rst allegiance 
to his father and the family honor that he represents. In choosing thus, he rejects 
not only capitalism but all  labor- centered notions of value, adopting instead an 
attitude of natural aristocracy: “The individual quality of a man was bound up 
with his kin and the ‘places’ where they lived. . . . ‘Class’ consisted solely of a cer-
tain code of behavior. Even years later, I am always a little amazed to hear a man 
described as the coal man or the steel man or the  plate- glass man, descriptions of 
people after the way they make their money, not after their manner of life” (135). 
Even a half century removed from emancipation, Lacy still goes reluctantly and 
perplexedly into that new world of counting and adding, of capitalist relations and 
identities rooted in work and profi t margins. The older Lacy’s studied resistance 
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perhaps brings us closer to Tate’s own modern ambivalence, wherein “money” is 
embraced only inasmuch as it restores the true “value” of aristocratic tradition; 
encumbered by the calculating priorities of this system, Tate’s prose uncannily 
reveals how  money- driven these elite values always were.

In order to conceal this complicity, the true character of slavery’s perverse 
accounting needed to be mystifi ed and subsumed by assertions of humanism and 
“true” value. Déclassé aristocrats often claim proudly that their prosperity had 
and still has little to do with cash. William Alexander Percy, for example, writes 
economics out of the equation for nobility in his autobiography Lanterns on the 
Levee, which is generally dismissed for its patronizing racism but is, as Scott 
Romine contests, “interesting precisely for that reason; perhaps more than any 
other single text, Percy’s work registers and attempts to resolve the contradic-
tions of southern paternalism” (113–14). Despite the fact that true racial cus-
todianship is by now “a distant memory” even in the lingering neoplantation 
structure of Percy’s Deep South (Romine 112), Percy works vigorously to rein-
ject the terms of this arcadian social order into his text. First, compatible with 
Tate’s rejection of labor in his defi nition of “class,” Percy proposes a completely 
nonmaterial coordinate for assessing social worth: “No class or individual with 
us has ever known riches,” he claims (24); but Percy’s “us” is, it turns out, an 
elite and exclusive group of neoaristocrats who thrive on blaspheming the new 
modern commercialism and constructing a vision of the plantation past curiously 
absent of fi nancial prosperity.4 Like Tate, Percy recoils from the notion of being 
equated with the value of his own or anyone else’s labor: “maybe in time someone 
will pay us more for our cotton than we spend making it,” he fantasizes (24). Yet 
at the same time that he disavows both money and work, he evinces a bitter an-
tagonism toward those who seem to be getting more than they deserve and a tacit 
desire to divorce earned wages from inherent capital—the latter being naturally 
greater than the former. His dreams of recompense exceed mere exchange, re-
placed by a myth of surplus value.

This anticapitalist fantasy is more than mere acquisitive wistfulness: indeed, 
it reaches deliberately beyond the South’s condition of economic subjugation 
and returns to the practice of antebellum slavery wherein slaveholders’ profi ts 
inherently exceeded their own labor and also outpaced their rate of investment. 
That is, while a requisite number of fi eld slaves needed to be purchased, a slave-
holder could and did easily encourage the multiplication of his possessions as 
they mingled and reproduced among themselves (and, not infrequently, with 
male members of the white master’s family). The blacks who used to labor in the 
fi elds and enrich a thriving leisure class Percy now appraises as idle, teeming, and 
dangerous. During the devastating fl ood of 1927 (when Percy serves as chairman 
of the Red Cross), he viciously censures the local Negroes with the claim that 
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“we served you with our money and our brains and our strength and, for all that 
we did, no one of us received one penny. . . . During all this time you Negroes 
did nothing, nothing for yourselves or for us” (267). The rhetoric of slavery here 
is clear, and so is the uncomfortable reversal of positions from Percy’s perspec-
tive; his moral, intellectual, and physical superiority is dangled as a method of 
suggesting inherent supremacy, but with unsatisfying returns on his investment. 
He stubbornly clings to the notion that he deserves more, demanding a material 
return from the blacks whom the white townspeople have supported fi nancially. 
But the blacks did “nothing, nothing” for themselves or for the whites, he claims. 
At least by establishing the profound dependence of the inferior black on the 
hierarchically superior white, Percy restores to his class a sense of purpose and 
position. In this moment of paternalism, he openly congratulates himself for his 
generous service to these shiftless hordes; yet the desire for recompense—in ex-
cess of, in fact utterly divorced from, market value—haunts these moments. The 
intimate union of white and black capital lingers in the modern world of market 
relations, perilously leading, as Richard Godden suggests, “to the disabling in-
sight that a white master’s body is little more than a receptacle for appropriated 
black property” (4).

The desire for compensation as expressed in these terms harkens suggestively 
back to a precapitalist, plantation idyll that laboriously concealed its relationship 
to commercial interests. In their efforts to dissociate class and character from the 
tawdry materialism of the New South, white southerners inevitably fi nd them-
selves tangled up in it—and not simply because the forces of modern, northern 
capitalism offer restitution of a satisfying sort, but also because (as many of these 
writers come slowly to realize) capitalism’s logic is a mathematics they can un-
derstand. As much as Tate’s young southerner resists immersion in the world of 
“counting and adding” and Percy denies the primacy of bottom lines over genea-
logical ones, these other dislocated aristocrats fi nd themselves in a seemingly new 
calculus of orientation and hierarchy, anxiously quantifying and measuring the 
worth of their own persons and seeking to engineer a quotient of surplus value 
that will restore them.

More and more, though, what throws these equations off kilter is the loss of 
enforced racial organization after emancipation, and the dramatic mobility that 
characterizes American capitalism and offers the illusion that anyone who works 
hard might ascend the class scale. The discomfort William Alexander Percy ex-
periences at this particular historical moment derives from the increasing real-
ization that “for the aristocrats, history assumes the form of devolution; for the 
poor whites, ascendancy” (Romine 116). Indeed, increasingly blacks are being 
outnumbered in the South, Percy claims, by the poor whites who “so throve and 
increased” in certain Delta counties that they changed the entire landscape and 
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culture of those regions; Percy’s royal “we” as it refers to a homogeneous white 
community strains under the unpalatable ascension of these hordes. His tacit 
desire to have more—which is distinguished viscerally from any desire to pull 
any other pairs of dirty bootstraps up with him—is palpable as he “rhetorically 
obliterates the role played by capital within the community, which he is eager to 
portray as an organic social order rather than one based on economic hierarchy” 
(Romine 117). The cracks in Percy’s paternalistic facade come precisely at those 
moments when his economic fears overtake his racial anxieties. The solution to 
this problem for Percy and others like him is to reinstate automatic white privi-
lege and accumulation, racial subordination, and the easy mathematics of planta-
tion efficiency.

There are really three sorts of people in the Delta as Percy sees it: “aristocrats 
gone to seed, poor whites on the make, [and] Negroes convinced mere living is 
good” (23). In order to revive the decaying elite, the “poor white on the make” 
must be relegated to a position of categorical subjection; that is, he must be in a 
sense lumped in with the black proletariat. Percy states unequivocally that elite 
whites and the working class (black and white) are inherently dissimilar, “aliens 
of all sorts that blend or curdle” (23). Of the three groups he identifi es, Percy 
dismisses out of hand the “poor whites” whose existence he desires neither to 
fathom nor acknowledge; only Negroes are “worth talking about” because they 
are certain, calculable, and they insure a ready balance against which the white 
can steady himself. Whites of lesser stations simply cannot commune on the racial 
problem, Percy theorizes, because they “through poverty, lack of inheritance, and 
ignorance misunderstand and dislike the Negro,” while the elite “by training and 
opportunity feel themselves his friend and protector” (227). Paternalism renders 
this simple racial dichotomy not only natural but benefi cial; the racial antago-
nism that remains between whites and blacks laboring under similar conditions 
of poverty and exploitation is something Percy exorcises thoroughly from his 
anachronistic vision. Yet powerful enmity boiled between white and black ten-
ant farmers, as we will witness more vividly in the following chapter. Even into 
the 1950s and 1960s, the  working- class white writer Rick Bragg remembers, it 
remained a “time when a young man in a baggy suit and slicked down hair stood 
 spraddle- legged in the crossroads of history and talked hot and mean about the 
colored, giving my poor and desperate people a reason to feel superior to some-
body, to anybody” (xvii). Caught within the dynamics of a system where racial 
privilege is not awarded on the basis of color but rather on nebulous and hostile 
notions of “class,” poor whites throughout the twentieth century struggled in 
often racist ways to work themselves out of the demotion infl icted upon them by 
elite white anxieties.5

Yet the problem of the poor white becomes very simply, under capitalism, 
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the barely concealed, irrepressible problem of the devolving aristocrat. To poor 
whites, capitalism signaled opportunity but also fi erce rivalry and intense racial 
antagonism against the blacks whom they struggled alongside and with whom 
they now shared a simple class affiliation. In 1938, a U.S. Emergency Council 
Report documents, “Approximately half of the sharecroppers are white, living 
under economic conditions almost identical with those of Negro sharecroppers” 
(46). Indeed, the economic mobility of these whites was impeded because they 
were competing with a continued system of “black slavery” that limited the need 
for white farmhands (M. Smith 39). As Arthur Raper put it bluntly, “‘Cropper 
farming . . . is a Negro institution’” (qtd. in Kirby 232). In “The Briar Patch” 
Robert Penn Warren confi rms the commonly held belief that “the fates of the 
‘poor white’ and the negro are linked in a single tether. The well- being and ad-
justment of one depends on that of the other” (I’ll Take My Stand 259). By 
forcing these two struggling and antagonistic groups into the same position of 
denigration, elite whites could secure their own position above both.

The Fetish of Surplus Value; or, What the Ledgers Say

In her infl uential study of Faulkner’s class anxieties, Myra Jehlen agrees that 
both the neoaristocracy and the striving white poor “rightly viewed the other as 
a threat to its survival” and suggests that William Faulkner “was heir to both of 
these viewpoints and unable fully to approve either one” (21).6 He certainly seems 
more intrigued by the suffering of the latter: families like the Compsons, who have 
fallen from histories of leisure and wealth, are less common in Faulkner’s corpus 
than common folks trying desperately to work their way up. He was simply, he 
maintained, more fascinated by the colorful hill folk who “‘made their own whis-
key from their own corn and . . . fought over elections and settled their own 
disputes’” (393). Such fi gures arguably receive the most sustained attention in 
Faulkner’s work, populating the sidelines and backdrops of all of his major novels 
and preoccupying him completely in the trilogy of the upwardly mobile red-
neck clan, the Snopeses (The Hamlet, The Town, and The Mansion). As Theresa 
Towner has argued, these later novels receive scant critical attention but in fact 
expose some of his most mature and complicated refl ections on not just class but 
race.7 The Snopeses’ saga is primarily about social ascent, which Jehlen suggests 
is the underlying focus of Faulkner’s entire career; as Don H. Doyle explains in 
Faulkner’s County,

These poor white country people were the fi rst subjects he explored when he began 

writing about Yoknapatawpha County, and he returned to them again and again. He 

explored their inner psychology of class and racial resentment and the social and 



38 Chapter One

historical context that gave rise to their “impotent rage.” Faulkner seemed most in-

terested in the alternative responses to poor white resentment, some choosing violent 

acts of revenge, others a dogged ambition to escape the plight of their class, to rise and 

emulate their social superiors. (293)

Part of a wholly “imperialized people,” as Joel Williamson notes, southern 
whites face one another across a chasm of cultural and economic difference that 
approximates that of a racial divide. In the attempt to “emulate” aristocratic oth-
ers, poor whites enact Bhabha’s concept of “mimicry,” the self ’s appropriation of 
otherness “as it visualizes power,” meanwhile destroying “narcissistic authority 
through the repetitious slippage of difference and desire” (90).8 In other words, in 
Faulkner’s attention to the ambitions of poor whites, he exposes the tenuousness 
of white narcissistic mastery generally and deepens our notions of how race and 
oppression are fi gured in his work—a protracted “story of the collective politiciza-
tion of class resentment and racial anger” simultaneously (D. Doyle 296).

Late in William Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury, Jason Compson’s boss 
accuses him of embezzling money from his own family: “‘A man never gets any-
where,’” Earl warns him, “‘if fact and his ledgers dont square’” (229). Jason’s 
bitter defensiveness and sense of entitlement produce a skewed sense of moral 
rectitude that allows him to condone his dishonest bookkeeping; but elsewhere in 
Faulkner’s works, instances of fatally botched accounts signify more encompass-
ing crises of value in the scrupulous New South. Richard Godden and Noel Polk 
have demonstrated brilliantly—by way of a  fi fty- nine- page explication of the 
ledger entries in Go Down, Moses—that the ledgers in Faulkner do, indeed, mat-
ter. The McCaslin family’s “facts” become, under Godden and Polk’s scrutiny, 
“cryptic” recordings fi lled with “abbreviation and aporia,” proffering meanings 
that are not absolute but “necessarily provisional” and perhaps “uninterpretable” 
(339, 359). But for Isaac McCaslin as well as Jason, such hindrances do not pre-
clude the desire for defi nitive, self- enriching products—ones that might exalt 
Ike’s sense of personal honor as surely as they swell Jason’s tightly guarded pock-
ets. In the postplantation South, the ledgers are no longer operative mechanisms 
of a fi scal order, but residues of what their obsolescence signifi es: the certainty 
of hierarchy under slavery, the moral satisfaction of balance, and the allure of 
profi t by engineering surplus value. At the same time, the ledgers announce the 
succession of a mercantile order associated with northern industrial interests and 
exclusions that incites Jason’s representative sense of divestment and distrust. 
Faulkner’s southerners respond to this historical double bind in compromised 
attempts to balance the books: while Jason might doctor his ledgers to produce a 
compensatory excess, Ike overreads the  account- book “facts” that will infl ate his 
moral superiority.9
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Between these familiar yet obverse objectives stands a single textual stratagem: 
the ledger. Rather than unearthing all of the suppressed histories and traumas 
that the ledgers themselves might disclose, as Godden and Polk’s reading en-
courages, it seems crucial instead to determine what the instrument of the ledger 
itself signifi es in Faulkner’s New South. That is, we should dwell not so much on 
what the ledgers say, but on what Faulkner’s characters ask them to accomplish. 
In an age of expanding market relations on a global scale, the modern South 
famously retreated into its own sense of Agrarian nobility and exceptionalism. 
Yet the ledger, a relic dating from the earliest iterations of British and European 
mercantilism, registers its relevance to both modern commercial practice and its 
anomalous perversions under chattel slavery.10 An encumbered symbol, it holds 
in purposeful collision the two social orders disgruntled New Southerners la-
bored most to polarize. Throughout Faulkner’s novels, the ledger emerges irre-
pressibly to negotiate these antagonisms, disclosing its persistent entanglement 
with the twin objects of race and economics.11 Kevin Railey locates Faulkner’s 
compromise in a notion of “natural aristocracy” wherein individuals are judged 
by their ethical rather than material superiority, a quality conveniently innate 
to the social elite. Yet Faulkner’s class loyalties seem complicated by a growing 
awareness of America’s persistently colonial culture. One of the most circulated 
clichés in Faulkner studies is his admission that “the past is never past,” and his 
work tacitly unveils a South still very much shackled to an archipelago of oc-
cluded histories. In keeping with the transnational cues of both American and 
southern studies, Faulkner’s best critics—John T. Matthews, George Handley, 
Deborah Cohn, and others—are beginning to excavate Faulkner and the South’s 
connection to other New World terrains and histories.12 The ubiquitous ledger 
trope suggests another conduit by which Faulkner registers not only an aware-
ness of a traumatic colonial legacy but also, because of the capital culture the 
ledger signifi es, a chilling recognition that the plantation’s priorities carry over 
into the New South’s global economic exchanges, that the principles of exclusion, 
privilege, and contrivance encumber the national “free” market system as tren-
chantly as mercantilist savvy dominated the “humanist” order of chattel slavery. 
Burdened by a regional sense of expropriation and foreclosure, Faulkner’s novels 
witness again and again the doom of recognition that not only is the past never 
past, but the postcolonial is far from postcolonial.13 More than anachronism, 
more than encrypted historical “accounts,” the revenants of the ledger in fact 
mark a neo- imperial order unable to dispense with the imperatives of a perverse, 
racially exploitative economic precedent. In their troubling returns, the ledgers 
constitute a fetish of compensation and restoration, an irrepressible enunciation 
of the return—with interest—of the indomitable master class.

Beyond the actual commissary records that are the centerpiece of Go Down, 
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Moses or the diurnal,  double- columned fi xations of Jason Compson, the ledgers 
become unmoored from their historical and textual origins to function like free 
radicals in the southern body: the language of quantifi cation infects the racially 
interpellated body of Joe Christmas, paralyzes the vulnerable ascendancy of 
Thomas Sutpen, and haunts the tormented, romantic Quentin. The instantia-
tion of what I call a calculating discourse infi ltrates not just Faulkner’s writing 
but southern discourse more generally, as the recourse to precise numbers and 
fi gures in the wake of accounting signify a way to validate social facts as well as 
gentlemanly honor and “credit.” When Jason’s boss insists that a good man’s 
“fact and his ledgers” must “square,” he echoes a widespread conviction in gen-
teel society that “moral rectitude . . . was signifi ed by the balance and harmony so 
prominent in the  double- entry ledger” and so cherished by God (Poovey 11). In a 
more literal and opprobrious migration, the ledgers also speak from the haunted 
soil of other New World terrains, testifying to the vestiges of colonial trauma in a 
continuous line from Haiti to Yoknapatawpha and back.14 These are the moments, 
we shall see, when the calculations break down, when the evasions and exclusions 
of the ledger become clear, and when the despair of modernity’s global, imperial 
entanglements fatally unsettles Faulkner’s most ambitious characters.

Perhaps the most prominent of these strivers is Absalom, Absalom!’s protago-
nist Thomas Sutpen, known to many critics as the antebellum Flem Snopes (D. 
Doyle 294).15 Sutpen is a poor Appalachian white “on the make” certain to strike 
a hostile chord in the beleaguered New South.16 As the young son of an indigent 
tenant farmer, Sutpen’s inspiration to ascend occurs in a moment of racial subli-
mation at the front door of the wealthy white planter’s house, where he is rebuffed 
by a Negro servant who orders him to the slave entrance around back (184–88). 
Sutpen’s shock of racial degradation forces him to confront his debased position 
within the South’s social hierarchy as a white whose landless status renders him 
someone a slave might look down upon with impunity. He combats this debase-
ment with an ambitious “design” to erect his own plantation and dynasty, and to 
elevate himself to mastery by careful economic and mathematical reckoning.17 
These calculations typify Sutpen’s ledgerlike mentality: he manufactures a mar-
riage, a house, children, and a social reputation out of carefully planned sums 
and equations. But the uninitiated Sutpen must fi rst be schooled in what are to 
him, by birth, unnatural methods: his fi rst arithmetic lessons are baffling, incom-
patible with his very nature. While he remembers that his “blood . . . forbade 
him to condescend to memorize dry sums,” noticeably, his blood does “permit 
him to listen when the teacher read aloud [about the West Indies]” (195). As 
John Matthews has persuasively argued, Haiti represents a periphery of colonial 
trauma that white southerners avoid assimilating as an adjunct to the plantation 
South (“Recalling the West Indies”). Part of this process of fetishization, I would 
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add, is Sutpen’s eagerness to veil any interest in numbers—and, by extension, 
economic fi gures—with these more romantic, exotic narratives. He listens inno-
cently but intently to his teacher’s stories about the West Indies, not yet knowing 
that “I was equipping myself better for what I should later design to do than if I 
had learned all the addition and subtraction in the book” (195, emphasis added). 
While his desire to segregate these sites of imperial pedagogy signifi es a commit-
ment to protecting American exceptionalism and innocence, Sutpen soon learns 
that dry calculations are in fact the very language of these ominous Caribbean 
lessons. He adds to his design a wife, the daughter of a Haitian sugar planter, but 
learns too late of her occluded racial heritage; outraged, he registers her in his 
accounts as a fl aw who must be subtracted: at fi rst an “unknown quantity,” and 
then a dark “factor” not “adjunctive or incremental to the design” he has set out 
to accomplish (312, 194).

Such a miscalculation will haunt and in fact duplicate itself over the remain-
der of Sutpen’s attempts to achieve white mastery. As he admits uncannily from 
the start, it is his own tainted “blood” that prevents him from absorbing the 
arithmetic lessons in school and presumably from accomplishing his presumptu-
ous design—he literally cannot master the ledger.18 His fi rst attempt a miserable 
failure, he returns from Haiti and sets to building his plantation anyway; accord-
ingly, he converts his own body into a kind of ledger of exacting accounts: he 
spends thriftily and consumes food and drink frugally, “with a sort of sparing 
calculation as though keeping mentally . . . a sort of balance of spiritual solvency” 
(40). Yet such solvency connotes not just equilibrium but also a “dissolving” 
and “disintegrating” effect.19 He clings to “his code of logic and morality, his 
formula and recipe of fact and deduction” but the “balanced sum and product 
declined, refused to swim or even fl oat” (275). His wife is not, as he believes, a 
negation of his design as much as a reifi cation of his own innate defi ciency. That 
the  mixed- blood Bon is the yield of this disastrous union only heightens the sense 
that his shortfall cannot be fractioned away but will go on reproducing itself. Bon 
is, quite literally, a product of Sutpen’s botched books.

And yet Bon is his father’s son; in a stunning textual moment, he embodies 
the catastrophic delusion of compensatory bookkeeping. Sutpen takes a proper 
white wife, who produces an unblemished son, Henry; this correction negates 
the error that was Bon. We know that this brotherly sum does not “swim or fl oat” 
either, but instead engages in a murderous duel. Before the clash, however, and 
even prior to learning that Bon is his half- brother, Henry is enchanted by the 
mysterious Bon. Spellbound, he confesses, “you give me two and two and you 
tell me it makes fi ve and it does make fi ve” (94). Read in the context of Sutpen’s 
ledgers, the calculation is telling: the miscegenated son infl ates the product of a 
simple arithmetic problem, effortlessly convincing his white rival that his math is 
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indeed correct, that “fi ve” might conceivably replace “four.” As Bhabha hopes, 
the “supplementary strategy suggests that adding ‘to’ need not ‘add up’ but may 
disturb the calculation” (155). By such rules, surplus value can be added to the 
simple product, a return with interest for what has been debited through racial or 
class accounting; he can make the product of two plus two something more than 
mandated without having to “show the work”—a veritable aristocrat’s dream, 
much like the one William Alexander Percy harbors.20

But is this Bon’s math or Sutpen’s? Is it the calculation of the decadent black 
son or that of the aspirant white master who controls the books and covets their 
increase? Either way, Faulkner drives home the point: such fabrications are as 
ineffectual from a black man’s lips as a poor white impostor’s pen. The extrava-
gant, dangerous Bon is the one who is eventually silenced in the text, not the 
innocently and temporarily duped Henry. The white heir—vessel and hope of 
Sutpen’s continuing order—seems to welcome the solution to Bon’s innovative 
arithmetic; but by the end of the book, he lies wasted on a deathbed, replacing 
Bon’s “fi ve” with the same “four years” repeated over and over again in a mantra 
of futility (298). Henry expires knowing that “revenge could not compensate 
him” (274); neither can Sutpen’s “payback” for his original outrage at the plant-
er’s door balance out the  minus- in- origin that marks his birth.21 He is excluded 
from the ledger entirely, an expulsion mirrored by Sutpen’s unexpected correla-
tive: the ever- diminishing Rosa Coldfi eld who knows she will never be a wealthy 
planter’s wife because she is not, by birth, a wealthy planter’s daughter. This la-
ment fuels her own sentimental, poetic laments scribbled on “the backsides of the 
pages within an old account book” from her father’s store (137, emphasis added). 
The substitution of a merchant’s commissary book for a planter’s ledger indicates 
powerfully that the South’s new, commercial accounting simply subsumes the 
tenacious plantation code belatedly excluding the likes of the Coldfi elds and the 
Sutpens.22 The account book Rosa inscribes harbors these confl icted calculations, 
but Rosa rejects both the order that precludes her and the one that stymies her by 
recording her unspent desires only on the “backsides” of the ledger pages.

Back in Haiti, Sutpen crucially overlooked his opportunity to learn what Rosa 
seems to know. On the plantation that he oversees, he initially observes

a soil manured with black blood from two hundred years of oppression and exploita-

tion until it sprang with an incredible paradox of peaceful greenery and crimson fl ow-

ers and sugar cane sapling . . . valuable pound for pound almost with silver ore, as if 

nature held a balance and kept a book and offered a recompense for the torn limbs and 

outraged hearts even if man did not. . . . And he overseeing it, riding peacefully about 

on his horse while he learned the language. (202)
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As Matthews has suggested, Sutpen oversees the workings of this New World 
plantation yet manages not to see its unsettling reality at all; but the text discloses 
in plain view the sobering recognitions that these peripheral scenes should arouse. 
Sutpen does recognize the black blood that “manures” the rich plantation crops, 
and sees the sugar cane burgeoning with the weight of its own value—nature’s 
own reparations. Sutpen knows that these gifts will be usurped by the white mas-
ter who continues to appropriate and exploit them; yet his portentous response 
to this is simply to “oversee” it “peacefully” and “learn the language”—the cal-
culating discourse of not just the overseer but the master himself. He fails to see 
that nature itself foretells his doom, fails to see the personal augury in this scene: 
those born to toil on the earth in colonial societies will not reap its rewards.

While Haiti’s colonial lesson fi nds uncanny resonance in Sutpen’s antebellum 
South, it also refl ects the anachronistic anxieties of the New South’s reluctant 
evolution. More deeply imbedded in the Haitian example is the imperial fi ction 
that “nature” chooses its elite; in the New South, a sharpening commitment to 
the idea of “natural aristocracy” attempted to authenticate the exploitative rights 
of the master class. Neither Sutpen nor his sons can fi nally circumvent their 
social estrangement. His dream is brutally undone when Wash Jones, symbol 
of the white underclass Sutpen has fl ed, cuts down the ambitious impostor who 
pretends to master him: as Ramón Saldívar suggests, Sutpen “dies at the hands 
of a representative of the class he has forsaken” (119). Ultimately, the mobility 
made possible by American capital culture fi nds its fatal deadlock in the ledger’s 
neo- imperial logic.

My reading of Absalom, Absalom! considers the ledger at least partially an 
anachronism, a narrative device to epitomize Faulkner’s struggle to reconcile 
modern economic opportunism with the more occluded material order of plan-
tation slavery. This crisis sharpens in Go Down, Moses with Ike’s updated quest 
to reject both the racial outrage and the fi scal boon that the faded, indomitable 
ledgers proffer.23 Ike’s repudiation of his legacy comes with an ancillary profi t: 
the notion that men do not need shamefully infl ated dividends in order to be 
fantastically wealthy in gentle graces and honor. But Ike soon discovers that his 
birthright means not necessarily being able to separate currency from nobility.

Imagining a scene similar to the fi eld of bloody outraged limbs Sutpen “over-
sees,” Ike’s more penetrating gaze surveys an analogous, ravaged Mississippi 
wilderness:

The tamed land which was to have been his heritage, the land which old Carothers 

McCaslin his grandfather had bought with white man’s money from the wild men 

whose grandfathers without guns hunted it . . . and in their sweat scratched the surface 
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of it to a depth of perhaps fourteen inches in order to grow something out of it which 

had not been there before and which could be translated back into the money he who 

believed he had bought it had had to pay to get it and hold it and a reasonable profi t 

too. (244)

Here Haiti’s  blood- stained fi elds become a site of pure, American fi nancial ex-
change, a transactional fi ction to camoufl age the brutal Amerindian genocide 
and removal that evacuated the Deep South’s once- wild land for the agricultural 
baptism Ike describes. As he notes bitterly, the white man only “believed he had 
bought it” and now looks for a lucrative return on that investment. The transi-
tion from Sutpen’s Caribbean parable to Ike’s Mississippi iteration underscores 
the fetishized distance between these two Souths: the blood of Haiti’s vanquished 
is replaced by the noble “sweat” and toil of American settlers; the Indians simply 
evaporate with “white man’s money” in hand and suffer no ostensible trauma. 
In America, neither the weak nor nature has a claim over the agency of the lusty 
pioneer poised to bleed the lands wrested from Indians and tilled by Africans. 
The two scenes present a purposeful intertextual slippage that has the effect 
of distancing New World colonialism from southern Agrarian enterprise, but 
both Ike and Faulkner seem aware that the South’s brutal origins are only thinly 
concealed by these sanitized fi scal transactions and the artifi ce of birthrights. 
The connections and substitutions Sutpen fails to make in the West Indies are 
implicitly supplied in this passage. Ike in fact mentions Sutpen in an immediately 
subsequent moment: “knowing better,” he recalls, “old Thomas Sutpen” none-
theless indulges in this immoral colonial practice. Ike is right: Sutpen knows bet-
ter, or at least he should know better, but his desperation compels him to spurn 
the evidence he refuses to assimilate.

Presumably, Ike believes he knows better too. In order to set the books right, 
he endeavors to reverse the usurious practice of agricultural  profi t- extraction. 
He scours the family accounts for evidence of sexual and racial transgressions, 
decoding feverishly the books’ irregular combinations of economic fi gures and 
journalistic jottings, which often evolve into cryptic, shorthand conversations 
between different bookkeepers.24 He has read these ledgers before and knows 
already, either by force of memory or will, just what chronicles of perversion they 
harbor. Richard H. King echoes many of Faulkner’s critics in suggesting that 
Ike’s moral outrage over these offenses compels him to “transcend” his genea-
logical burden entirely, renouncing the land and property that is his birthright.25 
What Sutpen works so scrupulously to attain Ike casts off in a quest for ethical 
rather than monetary deliverance; but Ike is as duped as Sutpen in his subscrip-
tion to a “characteristically American” belief that he might escape his heritage 
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(Early 55), a desire that cannot ultimately combat the ledgers’ fatal insistence on 
genealogical priority.26

One of Ike’s signal mistakes comes in his assumption that “what the old books 
contained would be after all these years fi xed immutably, fi nished, unalterable, 
harmless” (256). What, then, of the wreckage of postplantation disorder sur-
rounding Ike, the disastrous living legacies of that incest and miscegenation and 
exploitation, and the novel’s repeated instances of suicidal withdrawals from 
modern commerce and human relations? The ledgers’ disclosures are neither 
“harmless” nor “fi xed” and “fi nished” chronicles at all; indeed, Faulkner tells 
us that Ike “would never need to look at the ledgers again nor did he; the yel-
lowed pages in their fading implacable succession were as much a part of his 
consciousness and would remain so forever, as the fact of his own nativity” (259). 
Despite his “never” looking again, the next passage immediately features another 
ledger excerpt that Ike presumably mimeographs autonomically, the account of 
his family’s sins already transcribed in his “consciousness.” Or perhaps he is still 
reading but is engaged in the act of “not seeing” that Matthews would character-
ize as fetishized knowledge. Such disciplined evasion would correspond exactly 
with Sutpen’s own failure to reconcile the traces of global colonial trauma in 
Haiti, and indeed, the McCaslin ledgers burst geographic bounds as well, com-
prising the master register of the entire South—“that record . . . that chronicle 
which was a whole land in miniature, which multiplied and compounded was 
the entire South” (280). In not just Ike’s consciousness but in a collective New 
World landscape of sweating planters and violations of blood, the ledger testi-
fi es and persists. In the corners of Go Down, Moses, it lingers to haunt Ike of his 
empty, self- beguiling sacrifi ce. The discursive logic of the ledger is the sinister 
“birthright” that, despite its harrowing disclosures, neither Ike nor his peers can 
repudiate as long as they live.

Tellingly, Ike is possessed by the language of plantation math even as a boy: 
he refers to his age in “ciphers,” a term originally designated to signify “zero” 
and only in modern usage applied to all numbers or fi gures.27 As a neutral term 
of reckoning, it applies the bookkeeper’s computational activity to Ike’s very per-
son, while its association with a null set foreshadows both his errant desire to 
nullify his birthright and the suicidal mechanisms that are the only plausible 
means to accomplish it.28 Ike’s crisis is incited early as he registers an incomplete 
shift from the notion of native entitlement to ascendance through work: in “The 
Bear,” he interprets the role of hunter as something to “earn,” even though he 
believes he has “inherited” the allegorical and elusive bear (184–85). If the Bear 
in its most prosaic interpretation represents nature, this tells us volumes about 
the birthright Isaac believes has been given him, supported and mentored by the 
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mystical black Indian Sam Fathers. Ike means for his desire to appear exculpa-
tory: with a convenient Indian ally resurrected from the obsolescence of his ear-
lier vision, he seeks to emancipate nature from man’s proprietary claims; but the 
endeavor is deeply compromised by his tacit assumption that he has “inherited” 
the moral graces and the prey necessary to carry out the noble task. A more ma-
ture Ike is known by the next generation of hunters for his self- promoting quip: 
“man is a little better than the net result of his and his neighbor’s doings” (330). 
He posits value not in bank statements but in evidence of neighborly and com-
munal goodwill—respectable southern traits by the most standard defi nitions. 
Yet his version of neighborly benevolence and moral decency does not extend to 
the  light- skinned black female who lives near the hunting camp and has a sexual 
tryst with her own white cousin, Carothers (“Roth”) Edmonds, producing yet 
another  mixed- race heir. Ike berates and dismisses her with a parcel of money, 
bemoaning inwardly, “Maybe in a thousand or two thousand years in America. . . . 
But not now! Not now!” (344). For all his attempts to bury the past, Ike refuses to 
move forward. It is not the bereft, lovelorn young woman he pities, and neither 
is his lament for the revivifi ed dishonor in the family line; rather, he evinces an 
almost classically supremacist disgust that “Chinese and African and Aryan and 
Jew, all breed and spawn together until no man has time to say which one is which 
nor cares” (347). The collision of races—not the system that drove them bitterly 
apart to begin with—is what he ultimately scorns. Indeed, Ike’s next genera-
tion of entries in the commissary accounts actually serves to codify another line 
of modern slaves in the form of emancipated sharecroppers: in his merchant’s 
log, he “ration[s] the tenants and the wage- hands for the coming week” (241). 
While he is distributing commissary goods on credit, the grammar here makes 
the tenants and wage- hands themselves the rations, converted into fi gures and 
entered into the columns that permanently subdivide the South’s social classes, 
communities, and souls.

In the end, the novel’s  mixed- race offspring suffer most for their detention 
within the governing priorities of the ledger. Roth’s black mistress tries to spurn 
the money Ike hands her, wanting only an uncompromised love that Ike ensures 
she will never receive. Lucas Beauchamp, part- black heir in the Edmonds line of 
the family, is more preoccupied with his own accounts, perhaps because he knows 
he is still not their primary custodian. After searching for a buried treasure night 
after sleepless night, Lucas fi nally capitulates. His surrender completes what 
seems to be a perverse trilogy: a third version of the Haiti- Mississippi plantation 
parables. He refl ects:

A heap of what [man] can want is due to come to him, if he just starts in soon enough. 

I done waited too late to start. That money’s there. Them two white men that slipped 
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in here that night three years ago and dug up  twenty- two thousand dollars and got 

clean away with it before anybody saw them. I know. I saw the hole where they fi lled 

it up again, and the churn it was buried in. But . . . I reckon that money aint for me. 

(126–27)

The hardy sweat, toil, and ruthless profi teering Ike envisions become pure sub-
terfuge in Lucas’s estimation: instead of digging and raising crops, as both Sutpen 
and Ike variously witness, these white men simply remove a massive amount of 
money from the earth, and then attempt literally to cover their tracks. And as 
in Sutpen’s and Ike’s chronicles, somehow no one sees it happen. In a distinctly 
postplantation perversion of gathering coins rather than crops, former slaves and 
disenfranchised whites continue to fi xate on what is “due to come” to them at 
last until they are forced to admit defeat by white artifi ce, relinquishing their just 
rewards as money that “aint for” them.

Debits to Credits: The Southern Empire Writes Back

Another of Faulkner’s tortured protagonists, the mysteriously  mixed- race Joe 
Christmas of Light in August, may not actually be black but hopes bitterly that he 
is or else, he says, “damned if I haven’t wasted a lot of time” (254). To fi t neatly 
into the South’s social order, then, even in a position of (quite literal) denigra-
tion, invests one’s life with purpose and meaning; those shiftless, incalculable 
and uncalculating others like Quentin and potentially Joe Christmas are simply, 
as Dilsey characterizes Quentin’s suicide, “a sinful waste.” Dilsey’s commen-
tary reminds us, moreover, that the frugal instincts of the region’s impoverished 
African Americans are now relevant to the suddenly cash- conscious elite; these 
former members of the plantocracy must fi nd new ways to cope with the fact that 
the South now effectively serves as the “white trash” segment of the nation.29 
Christmas’s impoverishment begins to evoke that of the entire South when he 
engages in a relationship with a white northern woman named, conspicuously, 
Joanna Burden. His masculine agency is challenged by the Yankee Joanna’s fi scal 
superiority, a relationship that mirrors the South’s reliance on northern capi-
tal; accordingly, his ambiguous racial identity apparently refl ects what we have 
just seen as the tendency to “race” poor white others to cement their inferior-
ity by race as well as economics. Joanna tries philanthropically to seduce him 
with her funds—as she does with the lavish spread that she leaves for him in 
the kitchen—in order to send him to “a nigger college” (276). But he furiously 
rejects the education that her prestige would buy (“We wont even have to pay. . . . 
On my account,” she says), and the money he could then earn: “I will turn over 
all the business to you, all the money. All of it,” she promises. Christmas spurns 
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her aid because both the initial investment and the ensuing profi t require him to 
acknowledge and embrace his racial debasement: “‘Tell niggers that I am a nigger 
too?’” he cries in outrage (276–77). In the fi rst place, he is “a nigger” only on the 
barest rumor of tainted blood, which may not be black at all but rather Mexican; 
importantly, however, economic subservience—if he gives in to it—will articu-
late what could otherwise remain unspoken and unacknowledged indefi nitely. 
When he brutally kills Joanna, then, the murder constitutes a measure of self-
 preservation; moreover, he decapitates her, suggestively removing the control-
ling, thinking, superior “head” of this antagonistic North / South dyad. Locally, 
his branding as “nigger rapist and murderer” and punitive slaying at the hands 
of an angry town mob signifi es the paranoid refusal of the small white southern 
town to submit themselves to the politics of indeterminacy. Yet, as Romine has 
argued perceptively, the numerous critics who attempt to explain the cultural 
dynamics of Christmas’s sacrifi ce all tend to overlook Faulkner’s ultimate “dis-
placement of guilt onto poor whites, Yankees, and  quasi- southerners”—in short, 
“onto disreputable social groups—that is, those other than ‘true southerners’” 
(172). Certainly this transference raises difficult questions about both Faulkner’s 
and his narrator’s allegiance; more pertinent to my purposes, however, is the sug-
gestion that poor whites and Yankees would also have motivations for sustaining 
the Negro criminal myth as powerful as those compelling the fanatical white 
supremacist Percy Grimm.

The imaginative return to an order that inherently privileged whiteness could 
help mitigate the power of class over the poor white by replacing it with an illu-
sion of “natural” value. For poor whites, money per se is often denied importance 
in favor of the commodities of education and culture that often provided the 
only distinction between indigent whites and blacks.30 Thomas Wolfe’s world, 
depicted at feverish length in Look Homeward, Angel, turns a mirror on just such 
an aspirant white underclass. The novel is set in the rural Appalachian locale 
Thomas Sutpen tries so desperately to leave behind; positioned near the natural 
attraction of the Great Smoky Mountains and with the railroad running through 
it, however, Wolfe’s hometown of Asheville developed into a substantially more 
cosmopolitan place where Wolfe could see both the progress and the decadence 
associated with the spread of capitalism. Heir of a fi nancially struggling lineage, 
Wolfe’s perspective on this issue would seem to bear little resemblance to that 
of the elite ex- slaveholders of the Deep South. Indeed, while he shared with the 
Agrarians a fervent belief in the dangers of industrialism, he rejected their prac-
tice of “resurrecting antebellum myths of paradisiacal plantations and natural 
aristocracies” in the service of promoting agrarian ideologies (38).31 For his part, 
Wolfe considered himself staunchly working class, as he indicated emphatically 
in a 1936 interview: “My people were all working people, had to work for their 
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livings, and my natural instinctive feeling is on the side of the working class” 
(Magi and Walser 62). Even his art had a vocabulary of toil attached to it: “I 
can’t swallow things whole,” he averred; “I’ve got to sweat and labor” (Magi and 
Walser 63). Yet it is also clear that Wolfe’s resistance to the Agrarians and the elite 
world of privilege they memorialized was, at least in part, defensive and prideful; 
he wanted the prosperity and fame that would signify his talent, and even when 
he claimed to have outgrown the desire for quantifi able success, he nonetheless 
conceded, “I would be untruthful if I said I did not still like the kind of success 
I have mentioned” (Magi and Walser 62). In an earlier interview, he had invited 
a journalist to his Fifth Avenue apartment, where he apologized for the absence 
of his housekeeper, who came “only” three times a week; Look Homeward, Angel 
had only recently been published and accorded attention, and already Wolfe was 
working to distance himself from the small “sweat shop . . . a real sweat shop” 
on Eighth Street where he had written the entire book in longhand (Magi and 
Walser 2–3). For the remainder of his brief life (he died in 1938 at the age of 
 thirty- seven), he labored to cultivate an innate intellectual superiority that he 
fi gured in terms of economic prosperity. As much as he tried to repress it, this 
struggle was at least as much about money as it was about art; indeed, the fetish 
of number emerges yet again to signify his futile attempt to evacuate money of 
exchange value and replace it with a different kind of lived, experiential worth. 
“I have a mania for fi gures,” he confesses, “though I can’t keep track of how 
much money I spend” (Magi and Walser 61). Instead, he says he makes “lists” 
of places he has visited and those he still wants to see; he transmutes his “mania 
for fi gures” into quantities that broaden his experience, his knowledge, and his 
cosmopolitanism. Like a true aristocrat, his automatic counter stops when he 
opens his wallet.

While Wolfe asserts the familiar aristocratic technique of replacing monetary 
value with less- quantifi able worth, his project is never fully persuasive. The per-
vasive emphases in his work on matters of wealth, education, and elitism indi-
cate an enduring anxiety about the Appalachian upstart’s laborious path to the 
Agrarians’ cosseted world of tradition and gentility: by harnessing intellect as a 
proxy for wealth and inheritance. This is precisely the birthright Wolfe imagi-
natively fabricates for himself in his most well- known novel, Look Homeward, 
Angel, which is essentially autobiographical.32 Much like the fi ctional Gants, the 
author’s own family was of modest means, and his mother was preoccupied with 
increasing their wealth and standing by operating a boarding house (as does the 
fi ctional Mrs. Gant) while his father engraved tombstones—an occupation that 
would seem heavily symbolical if it did not happen to be true. In the novel, the 
 class- obsessed Eugene Gant is further conditioned by his humble teachers, the 
Leonards. Proud of the intellectual capital they help to cultivate, the pedagogues 
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maintain passionately that “there are lots of things money can’t buy . . . and one 
of them is the society of cult- shered men and women” (258). In Mr. Leonard’s 
estimation, culture and wealth are two entirely different realms, the former oc-
cupied by antimaterialist intellectuals and the latter by acquisitive dolts: “What 
do these little whippersnappers [lawyers and millionaires] know about the things 
of the mind?” he complains. “‘They may be Big Men on the tax collector’s books, 
but when they try to associate with educated men and women . . . they just ain’t 
nothin’” (258). Education offers a substitute for value measured in books that 
would not appear on the “tax collector”’s shelf but rather in the library stacks; 
such a refi guration of intellectual capital offers a strategy for making the poor 
academic “something,” but only by diametrically rendering the elite “nothing.” 
Interestingly, the reversal that sees the Big Men as “‘nothin’” also imagines them 
as black: “‘You might as well expect some ignorant darky out in the fi eld to con-
strue a passage in Homer,’” Mr. Leonard spits (258). His comment betrays again 
an anxiety over his own class and their potential elision with black laborers.

What is also compelling here is the way the “tax collector’s book” merges with 
the hierarchical and racial priorities of the plantation ledger in order to redeem 
the poor white. The ledger, though dismissed rhetorically as of no account, re-
mains a haunting presence in the Leonards’ school, looming over the identity 
of Wolfe’s fi ctional proxy Eugene. The boy is sent to boarding school in hopes 
he will be a “credit” to the family name (262). To evaluate his performance, the 
teacher keeps a meticulous “book,” a “record” in which all failures or moments 
of disorder are entered “by careful markings.” The description almost exactly 
connotes the activity of bookkeeping; but in this ledger, Eugene is more often 
than not rendered a debit rather than the expected “credit,” gifted intellectually 
but “lazy.” That is, like so many of the elite we have seen so far, he simply does 
not like to work and cannot grasp how the efforts of his labor might translate into 
tangible profi t. Moreover, the mathematics of engineering such a fate escape him 
entirely. In another closely autobiographical twist, Eugene’s greatest struggle is 
with “algebra”; and in defense of this failing, his teacher assures him: “Never 
mind about algebra here. That’s for poor folks. There’s no need for algebra where 
two and two make fi ve” (267).33

In what terms can “algebra” be only for “poor folks”? Given the intensity of 
Wolfe’s own struggle with complex mathematics and the collective class aversion 
to the tax collector’s unscrupulous calculations, this equation seems to suggest 
that struggle and “work” are reserved for the poor and needy and acquisitive. 
The elite, on the other hand, need not labor to see the fruits of their efforts—and 
this is the condition to which these workaday intellectuals aspire. As Tate’s young 
protagonist acknowledges, only those who deign to engage in tawdry capitalism 
need to “add and count things,” while the privileged may instead wantonly assert 
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a new answer to a familiar equation as naturally as birth. The poor schoolmaster 
behaves here like Charles Bon, who oversteps his racial position in order to claim 
a surplus value for himself—not coincidentally, perhaps, in the infl ation of an 
addition exercise so basic it has entered our vocabulary as a cliché. The real edu-
cation here is emphatically not about learning algebraic methods, we discover, 
but the principles underlying the need for math at all—and the uplifting of those 
who are elevated by their mathematical license. By such rules, surplus value can 
be added to the simple product, a return with interest for what “poor folks” have 
lost; like their privileged white compeers, they too can make the product of two 
plus two something more than expected without having to “show the work.”

For the privileged, these narcissistic overcalculations are geared toward com-
pensation and amplifi cation, a kind of profi t and “receipt” for all they believe they 
have given to society and deserve in return. When Wolfe himself does the math 
on his own meager identity, he factors in intellect and ability and thus generates 
his own surplus value. In a narcissistic reverie on his artistic gifts, he employs a 
fl ood of monetary, mathematical imagery: he writes to his editor, “‘I feel packed 
to the lips with rich ore. . . . I want to tear myself open and show my friends all 
that I think I have. I am so anxious to lay all my wares on the table . . . , to say, 
‘You have not seen one tenth or one twentieth of what is in me. Just wait.’” He 
admits that this is “‘colossal egotism’” but continues, “‘I feel that no one else has 
a quarter of my power and richness’” (Donald 209–10). In the higher realm of 
aesthetic creation, Wolfe fi nds an abundance of “rich ore” and costly “wares” 
that exceed what is visible; there is no way of even calculating the enormity of it, 
he insists. No algebra here, but pure mathematics bent upon infl ating the fi nal 
product—simply more “power and richness” in “a quarter” of his body than in 
anyone else in the world.

In William Alexander Percy’s writings as well as in Wolfe’s, an insidious kind 
of personal accounting commences to help measure and solidify this narcissism. 
Percy begins with an elaborate exercise in the humility topos: “One by one I 
count [my] failures,” Percy says at the close of the autobiography, “and I ac-
knowledge the defi cit” (348). In another moment, Percy attaches to this nebu-
lous self- fl agellation an ironically redeeming material motivation; the formula of 
production that leaves him lacking lies in the New South’s insidious new math: 
“The necessity of earning a living plus a desire to live plus the failure to discover 
in myself any quality convertible into cash—here was a combination sufficient to 
fl ing one tailspinning into the deepest inferiority complex” (113). The “failures” 
mentioned earlier are subtly confi gured to reveal no shortcomings at all; that is, to 
fi nd in himself some “quality convertible into cash” would signify his own entry 
into the plantation ledger as a defi cit, as a denigrated slave who does not simply 
submit to the “necessity” of labor but equates himself with the value of it. The 
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cruel logic of capitalism, Percy insinuates, inspires even a neoaristocrat to revert 
alarmingly to the calculations of a plantation order that produces “the deepest 
inferiority complex.” As a stay against this devolution, Percy voices something 
oddly revealing: “I’ve got your number and people’s numbers don’t change” 
(241). Even in “failure,” it seems, the aristocrat remains staunchly himself: in 
the energetic equations of personal value being computed obsessively in the New 
South, plantation calculations do not have the power to reassemble the status 
quo. The math might change, and so may the products, but not (he hopes) the 
man who always disavowed the tawdriness of calculations and exchanges to begin 
with; while poor folks engage in labor and algebra to fi nd profi t in the answers, 
the elite white simply sits back in the security of inherent superiority and stabil-
ity. Indeed, the acknowledged “defi cit” in his personal accounts merely paves 
the way for, in the next moment, a compensatory narcissism much like Wolfe’s: 
“Of all the people I have loved . . . I have loved no one so much as myself ” (348). 
Rather than believe in the ascendancy of others, Percy commits to the infl ation 
of himself.

Despite the realities revealed and feared by bookkeeping, elite whites pre-
ferred to obscure the operations of the system that placed them on the same lines 
as poorer whites and potentially at a disadvantage in relation to them. Numbers 
simply can not change for men like Will Percy, who clings to the principle of 
patently mathematical, harmonious lines in art as well: in a moment resonant of a 
New Critical appreciation, he admires the “axes and balances, geometric design, 
formal arrangements” of creations like the Luxembourg gardens. Such regular-
ity and precision may constitute oriental complaints about man- made art, as the 
fundamental “problem in mathematics” is its appropriation into the antitheti-
cal realm of accident, fl ux, and creativity; but Percy reacts against this assump-
tion, declaring that mathematical wonders like the gardens should be tended and 
cherished, for they exist “in peace, a peace full of sadness and without regret” 
(109)—language suggestive of a somber but resolute and  still- methodical South, 
one both indisputably natural and yet meticulously ordered. Indeed, these or-
ganizing principles conjure the mandates of the Agrarians and their infl uential 
New Criticism, whose practitioners believed, as Thomas Underwood puts it, 
that “the ideal South, like a well- wrought poem, required no complex theories to 
explain the simple geometry and aesthetically pleasing hierarchy of its internal 
relationships” (Allen Tate 32). The theories of unity and aesthetic enjoyment 
that characterize a New Critical approach to art are rooted in principles of so-
cial order, ones associated with the “ideal” South—presumably, for Agrarians, 
the plantation South and its racial and class hierarchies. No complex theories or 
calculations or algebra are needed in this “ideal” place, where “hierarchy” is as 
simple and stable as geometry, and just as pleasant in its result; its relationship 
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to art, however, indicates subtly that this order may be created as efficiently as 
a “well- wrought poem,” and that its appearance will seem natural rather than 
labored. There would be the illusion that “numbers don’t change” covering over 
the sweat of production, much as the plantation ledger slyly conceals the violence 
of its calculations and the perceived innocence of its social order. In the loss and 
apparent desirability of such precedents, the neoaristocrat’s impulse is to return 
to the “simple geometry” of the ideal South and its hierarchies, positing others in 
the gutter of inferiority in order to return to one’s former altitude.

The following chapters explore in greater depth the enormous cost in-
curred by those upon whose backs and fi gures this elevation depends: African 
Americans, women, and uncategorizable others. On the surface, these elite white 
attempts at recompense and penance are ultimately aimed at themselves and not 
necessarily (or more than nominally) at blacks or poor whites; as Erik Dussere 
notes similarly about Faulkner’s work, the “engagement with economic fi gures, 
the attempt to disrupt or negate the narrative provided by the ledger, is a prob-
lem posed for his white characters as a means to deal with their suffering, the 
crushing weight of their inherited sin and debt” (339). Yet while Dussere implies 
that somehow these white characters will be able to assuage both their guilt and 
debt in these maneuvers, by fi nding an equation between modern capitalism and 
chattel slavery their confrontations with the ledger are not exculpatory so much 
as repetitive and exploitative. In these equations, the ambitious southern white 
necessarily collapses into a narcissism that protects and infl ates him while fi xing 
and demeaning the inherently less privileged. Returning briefl y to Go Down, 
Moses, we can see that Faulkner recognizes clearly the injurious arithmetic of the 
South’s racial relationships, which repeatedly reveal that the inequitable logic of 
plantation slavery collides viciously with the calculations of capitalism, and that 
African American others—even when they are kin—must necessarily be debited 
from in order for the elite to recover personal integrity and profi t.

Faulkner allows such an acknowledgment in Roth Edmonds’s evolution into 
the cruel racist who rejects and devastates the part- black cousin with whom he 
has a sexual affair (one that happens to produce another miscegenated child). 
As a young boy, Roth saw Lucas Beauchamp as a mere “adjunct” to his wife 
Mollie “as simply as he accepted his father as an adjunct to his existence” (106). 
Signifi cantly, people beyond the self are conceived of as separate and additional, 
a family member comprising an “adjunct” to the narcissistic reality and fullness 
of the primary self; the word adjunct literally connotes a quantity that is “added 
to another thing but not essential to it” and “joined or associated” not as an equal 
but in “an auxiliary or subordinate relationship” (Dictionary.com). Signifi cantly, 
Faulkner uses this word in Absalom, Absalom! as well to signify Sutpen’s octoroon 
wife as a failed “adjunct” in his carefully designed accounts (124). In time, Roth 
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learns how to enter those “adjuncts,” those bare “extra” fi gures, on his social 
register—that is, he learns “the old curse of the fathers, the old haughty ancestral 
pride based not on any value but on an accident of geography” (107). The logic 
that should keep the races separate, entered in different books of value (Lucas 
+ Mollie; Roth + his father), is bequeathed by the South’s “old curse,” the “ac-
cident of geography” that made slavery dictate its social calculations. “Pride” 
(narcissism) intuitively stems from “value” (economics) in this society, where 
adjuncts collide to support the white self but must be made statistically and hier-
archically “subordinate” to it.

Again, the motivation for this arithmetic stems from a new and discomposing 
sense of inferiority. Ike says to Roth that “‘every man and woman, at the instant 
when it don’t even matter whether they marry or not . . . the two of them to-
gether were God’” (332). Clearly Ike is referring to the “instant” of sexual union, 
and the idea of such an apotheosis strikes a sensitive chord in Roth, as by now 
he has committed the ultimate sin of practical marriage with his black cousin, a 
corrupt math that violates his earlier lesson in adjuncts and segregation. “‘Then 
there are some Gods in this world I wouldn’t want to touch, and with a damn long 
stick. . . . And that includes myself, if you want to know’” (332). Perturbed, he 
moves off to bed—and the next day deals with his black paramour by sending her 
the simple and unequivocal message “no” (339). That’s when Ike visits the un-
named girl in outrage, telling her to “‘marry: a man in your own race. . . . Marry a 
black man’” (346). It’s unclear whether Roth develops his own self- hatred before 
or after he went “coon- hunting” and touched a black woman, so to speak, with 
his long stick; but it is certain that Ike labors to return the situation to what he 
sees as an order God would approve. Ike views the opprobrious mixing of races 
as the repulsive issue of a modern order where “white men can own plantations and 
commute every night to Memphis and black men own plantations and ride in jim crow 
cars to Chicago to live in millionaires’ mansions on Lakeshore Drive, where white men 
rent farms and live like niggers and niggers crop on shares and live like animals . . . 
and usury and mortgage and bankruptcy and measureless wealth, Chinese and African 
and Aryan and Jew, all breed and spawn together” (347). This brings us back to 
the scene examined earlier, but with more context now: the miscegenation Ike 
violently disavows represents, to him, the world of capitalist corruption where 
whites and blacks no longer occupy their proper roles and places. This, then, is 
what Ike’s elegy for the ruined arcadia of the southern landscape constitutes: a 
paranoid displacement of plantation legacies onto industrialism’s ravages.

Not a split second after this trembling reverie, Will Legate bursts into Ike’s 
tent to announce that Roth has just killed a deer—“‘Just a deer. . . . Nothing 
extra’” (348). Knowing that a “doe” is Roth’s euphemism for a woman, Ike 
“crossed hands once more weightless on his breast” in an image heavy with 
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religious symbology and declares meaningfully “‘It was a doe’” (348). The line 
ends “Delta Autumn” and thus perversely sets the world right, the innocent 
black female “doe” exterminated by Roth’s violence and his rejection, no longer 
“extra” or adjunctive to anything or anyone at all. For men like Roth, the last 
of the Edmonds line, such an other can offer him nothing “extra” unless she is 
eliminated from the position of wife and mother to the next (and the novel’s fi nal) 
 mixed- race Edmonds heir. What cannot be undone historically, it seems, must be 
accomplished symbolically, textually, and mathematically. The gravity of litera-
ture’s obliterations comes through chillingly in moments like this one.

But to again paraphrase Spivak: in the literature of the white South, can the 
adjunct speak? In Faulkner’s novels,  mixed- race fi gures like Lucas are frequently 
preoccupied with money and status, exhibiting what Matthews has described as a 
“ledger mentality” (“Touching Race” 32). But these fi gures have no real access to 
the ledger—just as their ancestors had “absolutely no way under the sun . . . [to 
verify] how the account stood” (255)—and barely have agency in the bank where 
their money is held (“‘too much to keep hidden under a brick in the hearth,’” the 
white banker tells Lucas. “Let me keep it for you. Let me keep it,” 106). Still, it 
is “the white man at the desk [who] added and multiplied and subtracted” (279). 
Roth, who grows up viewing Lucas as an adjunct, has assimilated him fi nally 
into a specifi c kind of accounting: “Lucas said, ‘Wait a minute.’ ‘Wait a minute?’ 
Edmonds said. ‘Hah!’ he said. ‘You’ve bankrupted your waiting. You’ve already 
spent—’ But Lucas had gone on” (125). Edmonds’s lexicon draws together the 
language of value and experience, assessing with managerial efficiency the slow 
deliberations that characterize Lucas’s plotted behavior. Yet uncannily, while 
Edmonds tries to force the books to an inauspicious close, Lucas simply “goes 
on” (much, it seems, as Dilsey “endures”), speaking over Roth’s pronouncement 
of bankruptcy.

However, as with Joe Christmas’s racial indeterminacy, Lucas’s also requires 
him fi nally to be placed in a position of impoverishment. He is calculating and es-
timating like a white man, but his hybridity and his dangerous liminality strictly 
prevent him from coming out on top. At the end of Intruder in the Dust, Lucas 
Beauchamp makes a central reappearance. Content to fi nd his self authorized in 
the mirror of his fi nancial possessions, he stares into his coin purse “exactly as 
you would look down at your refl ection in a well” (240). The moment acknowl-
edges with stunning pathos that Lucas himself is the debt, and that he is the 
only fi gure in Yoknapatawpha who can erase that defi cit from the register—by 
extracting still more money from his own metaphorical pocket. Gavin Stevens 
makes him count out the coins one by one, after which Lucas waits for proof that 
he has calculated and satisfi ed his debt correctly. His entire existence seems to 
hang in the balance, as the narrative ends with the evocative question, “‘what are 
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you waiting for now?’” followed by Lucas’s answer: “‘My receipt’” (241, italics 
added). The personal pronoun confi rms the narcissistic importance of this fi nan-
cial verifi cation of a balanced and closed account; but the novel simply ends here, 
and we have no idea whether or not he receives such closure.

Faulkner’s apparent sympathies for defeated men like Lucas—which we ex-
plore further in chapter 2—are undercut by his more pronounced investment in 
the futility of the noble sacrifi ces of white men like Ike. What he and other south-
ern writers seem ultimately to register throughout their works is an ambivalent 
desire to both recuperate and renounce the contaminated social codes of planta-
tion slavery, while bitterly critiquing the advent of a capitalist order that offers 
little better or different. What these unsettling, global purviews announce is the 
degree to which moral choice itself has been hijacked by a colonial machine that 
expands and replicates ceaselessly. In Quentin we fi nd, as many critics have ar-
gued, perhaps the voice closest to Faulkner’s own on such matters. In The Sound 
and the Fury Quentin is at Harvard but his mind is elsewhere, thinking

of home, of . . . the niggers and country folks . . . and my insides would move like 

they used to do in school when the bell rang. I wouldn’t begin counting until the clock 

struck three. Then I would begin, counting to sixty and folding down one fi nger and 

thinking of the other fourteen fi ngers waiting to be folded down, or thirteen or twelve 

or eight or seven, until all of a sudden I’d realise silence and the unwinking minds, and 

I’d say “Ma’am?” “Your name is Quentin, isn’t it?” Miss Laura would say . . . “Tell 

Quentin who discovered the Mississippi River, Henry.” “DeSoto.” Then . . . I’d be 

afraid I had gotten behind and I’d count fast and fold down another fi nger, then I’d be 

afraid I was going too fast and I’d slow up, then I’d get afraid and count fast again. So 

I could never come out even with the bell. (88)

Quentin evades the southern schoolboy’s imperial lessons; while he botches a 
simple internal counting exercise, another student effortlessly places the Spanish 
conquistador De Soto at the “discovery” of the Mississippi River, taking Ike’s 
vision of Indian eviction one step further by implying that the Natives were 
never there at all. Signifi cantly, it is a memory of “niggers and country folk” that 
prompts Quentin’s classroom memory, continuing the comparative sweep with 
which Faulkner brings together the poor white, the former slave, and the Indian 
similarly divested by white imperialism. But Quentin resists this knowledge: he 
miscalculates his own digits absurdly (“fourteen” fi ngers?), literal somatic facts 
subsumed by the priorities of an imposed order he cannot master; but the ticking 
clock and tolling bell signify that he must move forward and learn how to keep up. 
His compulsion is to come out as “even” with the bell as his older brother Jason 
believes he might square with his own ledgers.

But Quentin is apparently not as good as Jason at faking it. His desire for 



The Fetish of Surplus Value 57

escape is as futile as Ike’s attempt to disqualify himself from his birthright, and 
as unrequited as Sutpen’s yearning to see his own ledger generate a surplus 
value. Alive, neither Ike nor Sutpen seems able—or willing—to move forward. 
Perhaps Faulkner answers their plight with Quentin, creative reteller of Sutpen’s 
tale and witness to its coda—Henry’s dying body, the haunted house consumed 
by fl ames—and now unable to move forward or backward or even to count him-
self accurately into the present. Signifi cantly, the only math Quentin gets right 
is the calculation of how much weight it will take to sink his body to the bot-
tom of the Charles River: “The displacement of water is equal to the something 
of something. Reducto absurdum of all human experience, and two six- pound 
fl at- irons weigh more than one tailor’s goose. What a sinful waste Dilsey would 
say” (90).34 His equations are pointedly imprecise, exemplifying the unliveable, 
“reducto absurdum,” the colossal waste of American capital culture. In order to 
assimilate such absurdity as knowledge, Quentin remembers, “the minds would 
go away”—allowing for the rest of the students’ automatic participation in an 
established but not always intuitive order of things. This is ideological experience 
as Slavoj Ž iž ek, revising Karl Marx, defi nes it: a reality that depends upon the ig-
norance of its participants for its perpetuation (316); according to this theory, the 
ideological being “can reproduce itself only in so far as it is misrecognized and 
overlooked” (318). This formula also describes the southern narcissist, engaged 
in a process of fetishistic representation of self and community fundamentally 
through learned “misrecognition” and oversight of what that vision entails. As 
Jean Baudrillard extends this notion, the entire modern world is inherently a 
simulation of the real, an illusion and a fabrication, a dazzling world of “simple 
geometry” and order that belies the violence of its coherence. Quentin’s body 
resists participation in a world whose rules have made him a math problem that 
he cannot fi gure out; the “simple” math is not so clear after all.

Quentin’s narcissistic and mathematical failures here reveal a larger cultural 
detachment from his own reality and production, and the alienation produced in 
a people who have been doomed to quantify themselves and their relationships to 
one another. Here an obsessive focus on the fetishized parts of his own body as el-
ements in a counting exercise stand in for (and explicitly subsume) the classroom 
lessons, while clearly evincing an attempt at projecting order and control gone 
astray upon his very body. Quentin’s participation in this troubled order is made 
obvious in the image of “niggers and country folks” carrying “toy monkeys”—a 
moment that successfully confl ates “niggers” and poor white “country folks” 
in their pseudomirrors, as “monkeys” inherently suggest aping and mimicry as 
well as stereotypical suggestions of animalistic blackness. Here, blacks and poor 
whites alike tote these self- identifying objects, which give back to them images 
that the privileged need them to refl ect. By fi guring the doubling mirror as a 



58 Chapter One

“toy,” Faulkner suggests that this phenomenon marks a child’s acculturation 
into the ideology of this society—a perverse kind of regional and psychological 
 coming- of- age explored at greater length by writers like Lillian Smith in Killers 
of the Dream. As a plaything, the toy functions as an object of “repressive desub-
limation,” an item that Baudrillard identifi es as an attempt to disguise by the 
opposite quantity that makes its existence possible and necessary; that is, the 
element of play here obscures in plain view the presence of labor underwriting 
the scene and yoking together the blacks and whites victimized by the South’s 
exploitative capital culture.

It is no accident, then, that Quentin submerges much of his own precocious 
knowledge about himself and this social order; he simply has no other choice. 
A kind of panic over the dissolution of his world and identity invigorates his 
attempt to grasp these illogical models of self- computation; but the disruption 
has been too violent, and Quentin cannot get the math to come out right. His 
numbers have, despite Percy’s arrogant assurance to the contrary, changed fun-
damentally. “Niggers say a drowned man’s shadow was watching for him in the 
water all the time,” Quentin remembers (90); ultimately, it is this absorption 
of “nigger” superstition that explicitly prefi gures his own soon- to- be “shadow” 
waiting for him in the water of the Charles River. The image is, again, classically 
and catastrophically narcissistic; and again, Faulkner sketches the mathematical 
character of this disabling narcissism when Quentin ponders that “the displace-
ment of water is equal to the something of something. . . . What a sinful waste 
Dilsey would say” (90). The attempt to measure the self against this cold calculus 
of the “ideal South” is, ultimately, the “reducto absurdum of all human experi-
ence”; success simply results in the loss of humanity in the most literal terms, 
by calculating the weight necessary to sink one’s body to fatal and irreversible 
depths. Quentin’s self- immolating calculations are disastrously revealing: not of 
honor or recompense or restoration, not of anything that the ledgers might utter, 
but rather of what only the practical,  labor- centered, exploited Dilsey could say: 
“what a sinful waste.”



Eventually, the masters left, in a kind of way; eventually, the slaves were 
freed, in a kind of way.
jamaica kincaid, A SMALL PLACE

In his “Economy of Manichean Allegory,” Abdul JanMohamed de-
scribes the perverse, exploitative energies that keep colonial sub-
jects locked in a narcissistic struggle with their oppressors:

By allowing the European to denigrate the native in a variety of ways, 

by permitting an obsessive, fetishistic representation of the native’s 

moral inferiority, the [Manichean] allegory also enables the European 

to increase, by contrast, the store of his own moral superiority; it allows 

him to accumulate “surplus morality,” which is further invested in the 

denigration of the native, in a self- sustaining cycle. (23)

While it is not his primary concern in this passage, the economic 
language suffusing JanMohamed’s description of the colonial dyad 
is by no means unremarkable. In JanMohamed’s view, the elite 
white may “increase” and “accumulate” his own “‘surplus moral-
ity’” in contrast to, and at the expense of, the fetishized inferiority 
of the native. As we have seen, this process depends fundamen-
tally on the “denigration” of the regional other upon whose bodies 
and labor the colonial master historically acquires and “invests” 
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his extravagant superiority. As Baker observes in Turning South Again, the fact 
that blacks were “tallied as  three- fi fths persons in matters of ‘representation’” 
accomplishes a “fracture of the black body [that] enables a sustainable southern 
mind” (23). The fetish of surplus value entertained by the southern white can 
be maintained only by deriving some of that worth over and against the darker, 
lesser “other.”

For postslavery southerners, this metaphorical debiting retained real eco-
nomic impact well into the twentieth century. In The Fire in the Flint Walter 
White’s black protagonist asks a local white why he won’t stand up against the 
practice of lynching: “‘Who? Me? Never!’ Mr. Ewing looked his amazement at 
the suggestion. ‘Why, it would ruin my business’” (70). Ewing cites other rea-
sons for his hesitation, but the health of his “business” is his instant, primary 
rationale for condoning the radical torture and extermination of black bodies in 
his midst; and he names several other local businessmen who would be “out for 
the same reason” (70). Such moments are disturbing because they expose the 
deeply material basis for the continued suppression and often the extermina-
tion of African American southerners whose denigration—if not their outright 
extermination—remains vital to the prosperity, order, and coherence of southern 
society and particularly for its grasping white aristocracy and proletariat.

In his  thousand- plus- page sociological study, An American Dilemma, Gunnar 
Myrdal suggests that the American white psychology might eventually exorcise 
its racist preoccupations by force of morality and religion; while he considers 
economics and employment patterns as part of his analysis, these factors are not 
nearly as critical to the formation of racism as are psychological ones. Yet colonial 
societies routinely display that materiality and psychology cannot be easily disen-
tangled: Aimé Césaire writes in Discourse on Colonialism that the native Bantu of 
the Congo desire “not the improvement of their economic and material situation, 
but the white man’s recognition of and respect for their dignity as men, their full 
human value” (58). In the modern South, these twin desires cannot be separated 
(and I suspect they could not for the Bantu either). In this chapter I explore the 
manner in which African American southerners retain a disturbingly literal sense 
of “human values” and thus endeavor to improve both their economic and their 
psychological health simultaneously; yet in their conditioned responses to the 
South’s own Manichean allegory, we fi nd not liberation but ineluctable participa-
tion in the “self- sustaining cycle” that infects, interpellates, and fractures their 
minds and bodies.

Indeed, as Walter Johnson shows, the paternalism used to make slavery appear 
more caring than calculating was nonetheless “sometimes best measured in cash” 
(26); that is, the prosperity of a plantation directly infl uenced how kindly owners 
appraised their human investments:
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Slaveholders . . . could track their fortunes in Affleck’s Planter’s Annual Record, which 

provided a convenient table by which slaves’ annual increase in value could be tracked 

in the same set of tables as their daily cotton production, and a page at the back where 

the “planter” could fi ll in the value of his slave force, and calculate the “interest on the 

same at ten percent.” Indeed, slaves’ market value—“advantage, worth, quality”—

was often cited as the best guarantee that their owners would treat them well. (26)

“It should be remembered,” Mark M. Smith notes, “that it was precisely on 
plantations that masters employed the most rigorous, capitalist management 
techniques” (43). Given the importance of the slave’s value to the owner’s fi s-
cal and social status, the appraisal of the black body’s worth had a direct impact 
on that slave’s existence. That a special kind of ledger was published in order 
to satisfy the particular needs of the agricultural business is revealing: Affleck’s 
was one of the most popular record book brands because it facilitated calcula-
tions of property and material production, and because, importantly, it included 
an instructional section on the “Duties of an Overseer” and, in some editions, 
advertisements from New Orleans’ slave markets. Affleck, a Mississippi planter, 
was gratifi ed by the results of his fi rst edition in 1847: “‘Business habits were 
induced, and everything moved along more smoothly’” (Stephenson 356); over 
time, keeping an Affleck’s record book became an indication of managerial effi-

ciency and respectability. Fittingly, in letters he wrote soon after emancipation, 
Affleck promptly evaluated what he perceived to be the value of these newly freed 
chattel: “‘The bulk of them, including almost all of the young and able- bodied, 
[are] already worthless’” and predicted that landowners would have “‘no hope of 
working our plantations by free negro labour’” (qtd. in Rozek 6).

Yet Affleck and other white landowners had no choice but to adapt to this new 
economy, and in doing so they found ways to make the new wage labor system 
as profi table as it had been under slavery. Former slaves continued to toil as they 
always had, often on the same land; even under the dazzling new opportunities 
nominally promised by the free labor system, in practice the promise of capitalist 
ascent seemed radically limited. Reconstruction and the decades leading into the 
twentieth century saw antebellum peonage reconfi gured in a similar form, that 
of wage- labor- based sharecropping.1 As J. A. Bryant Jr. puts it succinctly, “for 
all practical purposes the Old South was recognizable as the Old South through 
the years of World War II. Slave or free, black was black, and white was white” 
(4). Though slightly reductive, Bryant’s assessment nonetheless has force. While 
large numbers of blacks had fl ed north in the Great Migration, many remained 
to make their way in the only home they had ever known; little had changed in 
their ability to resist white authority and become self- sufficient. Jack Temple 
Kirby describes “the system’s class and racial resemblance to slavery” wherein 
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white landlords used fi nancial, juridical, and fear tactics to keep their black labor-
ers in permanent peonage; by controlling their access to cash and goods, these 
bosses effectively detained their black workers in an economy of abject depen-
dency. Kirby describes a black man named Ned Cobb who in the 1930s compares 
his treatment as a prison inmate to his prior existence as a sharecropper on white 
land: “‘I safely could say, them white people at Wetumpka [prison] treated me 
better than any of their color have treated me on the outside.’ Inside, he was un-
available for commercial exploitation [Kirby interjects], but ‘outside they raised 
fi gures against me in place of wire’” (241).2 Indeed, the new mode of sharecrop-
ping uses the exploitative potential of capitalism to the fullest, and in the process 
resurrects the calculating fi ctions of the plantation ledger. Throughout the litera-
ture of the modern South, African American authors begin to articulate the crisis 
of having “fi gures” raised against them like prison wire, as they attempt in their 
own books of value and liberation to conjure fi gures and freedom of their own.

Ultimately, however, these writers generally fail to revise the terms of their 
subjection; they tend instead to adopt the methods and tropes associated histori-
cally with the machinations of the white master. Carla L. Peterson describes the 
haunting dilemma of antebellum black writers who “repeatedly pondered such 
questions as: How can I escape being a commodity? How can I own myself? How 
can I possess property? and, more abstractly, How can I achieve and maintain 
self- possession?” (176–77). At a central moment in Huck Finn, Jim resolves to 
purchase his wife and children out of slavery; if the masters refuse to sell, he plans 
to “get an Ab’litionist to go and steal them” (123). Throughout the book Huck 
also contemplates “stealing” Jim out of slavery as well, strengthening the notion 
that African Americans are cultural property who may be bought, sold, traded, 
or fi lched—and who must literally steal themselves in order to be self- possessed. 
The economy of chattel slavery normalized such crises of personal value for the 
humans whose bodies and souls were identifi ed fundamentally with price tags 
and production. In the literature of the modern South, we discover again how 
closely the structures of market capitalism thus replicate and foster the priori-
ties and exclusions of chattel slavery. In their inability to jettison the tropes and 
techniques of white mastery, former slaves reveal that the new capitalist economy 
offers them little more or different in the path to self- possession.

It was not uncommon for plantation slaves, particularly house servants, to 
mimic their white masters. Genovese demonstrates that slaves’ mimicry could be 
subversive, “narrowing the distance between white and black” until “identifi ca-
tion with the masters . . . gave them a device for asserting superiority over many 
whites” (Roll, Jordan, Roll 330); further, “when house servants could, they risked 
pressing their masters and mistresses into a reversal of roles” (346). In postslav-
ery society the impulse to continue emulating such fi gures could have subversive 
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potential, producing what Bhabha describes as a “slippage” or “excess” in the 
repetition of authority (86). Yet such emulations tend to be unpalatable for for-
mer chattel: as Frantz Fanon suggests, “the fi rst impulse of the black man is to 
say no to those who attempt to build a defi nition of him”; nonetheless, he often 
fi nds himself reluctantly assimilating elite expectations and behaviors and being 
accused by his people of “self- aggrandizement” (36–38). Fanon calls this kind 
of mimicry the “narcissistic cry” (Black Skin 45) and warns that it generally 
leads paradoxically to the subject’s “devaluation of self ” (75); similarly, texts 
by southern African Americans may approximate white methods and personas 
subversively in ways that betray a self- effacing, narcissistic desire to embody 
whichever identity will garner the greatest success and “self- aggrandizement” 
in the  twentieth- century South. The choices are painfully limited and equally 
destructive: act “like a nigger,” as Richard Wright fi nds he must do, or “have a 
white skin,” as James Weldon Johnson fi nally decides. Repeatedly, the African 
American southerner must gauge his or her own identity and worth as property 
before attempting to declare ownership of this commodity—the self as fetish.

Of Mules and (Almost) Men: Lessons in Sharecropping and Stealing

In his stories and autobiographical sketches of the 1930s and 1940s, Richard 
Wright portrays a South still organized to insure black dependency and despera-
tion. In his  lesser- known 1938 short story “Fire and Cloud” collected in Uncle 
Tom’s Children, Wright depicts an African American community stricken by pov-
erty and hunger and seeking intervention from their black preacher, Dan Taylor. 
The good reverend shares their deprivation acutely; it inhabits his body in the 
form of a bitterly sardonic counting exercise, which Wright uses pointedly in the 
opening paragraphs of the story:

 “A naughts a naught . . .”
As he walked his eyes looked vacantly on the dusty road, and the words rolled up 

without movement from his lips, each syllable fl oating softly up out of the depths of 

his body.

“N fi ve a fi gger . . .”
He pulled out his pocket handkerchief and mopped his brow without lessening 

his pace.

“All fer the white man . . .”
He reached the top of the slope and paused, head down.

“N none fer the nigger . . .”
His shoulders shook in half- laugh and half- shudder. He fi nished mopping his 

brow and spat, as though to rid himself of some bitter thing. He thought. Thas the 
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way its awways been! . . . Seems like the white folks jus erbout owns this whole worl! 

(129–30)

Signifi cantly, we meet Rev. Taylor fi rst through his intonation of this well-
 known old rhyme, which is so deeply immersed in his identity as an African 
American that it emanates from the very “depths of his body.”3 He tries to spit 
the “bitter thing” out of his being but knows it has “awways” been his lot and 
probably always will be. The lines of the song punctuate his progress on the dusty 
road, his tireless climb up the hill, his perspiration and fatigue. Weaving this bit-
ter rhyme into the man’s motions, Wright reminds us vividly that the labor and 
the faith of the black man in the American South are impotent against the white 
man’s self- serving arithmetic, which continues to put the profi t in his own wallet 
while the African American community struggles along in poverty and hunger.

The story’s opening thus sets an inauspicious stage for the dilemma facing 
Taylor. While his community desperately needs him to serve as a liaison to the 
local white government, Taylor is being pressured from yet another side: lo-
cal, biracial Communist activists want him to inspire his fl ock to demonstrate. 
Meanwhile, the town’s white mayor and officials appeal to his infl uence as a 
“responsible man in the community” capable of squelching the uprising of “bad 
niggers” swayed by the “Goddamn sonofabitching lousy bastard rats trying to 
wreck our country” (148–49)—that is, the Communists. Taylor is torn between 
moral probity and cautious circumspection in the turbulent racial climate of the 
1930s, when many blacks (Wright included) turned to interracial Socialist move-
ments promising to improve their economic and social conditions; so he tries 
tentatively to convince the mayor that his people “wouldnt be marchin ef they 
wuznt hongry” (152). While the white elite repeatedly try to convince Taylor that 
his people are no hungrier than anyone else’s, the reverend looks out across the 
hills and knows acutely that the earth’s bounty is being foreclosed from his com-
munity, that “the white folks” keep them from owning and using the rich green 
land that surrounds them and “wont let em eat” what it produces (131). Taylor’s 
penalty for trying even feebly to draw attention to this starvation is a “nigger-
 lesson” (160): taken out to the woods, he is beaten and whipped nearly to death 
and left to crawl home as a bleeding warning to his people.

Published just a year after Uncle Tom’s Children, William Attaway’s brutal 
novel Blood on the Forge delves more deeply into the arithmetic of black subjec-
tion in the New South. Set in 1919 in the clay hills of Kentucky, Attaway portrays 
the three Moss brothers who know as deeply as Rev. Taylor that “share- cropping 
and being hungry went together” (1). Just as Wright’s story opens with a his-
torically resonant rhyme, Attaway’s novel begins with Melody Moss slicking his 
ever- present guitar and singing a blues song about plantation math and hunger:
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“Done scratched at the hills,
 But the ’taters refuse to grow. . . .
Done scratched at the hills,
 But the ’taters refuse to grow. . . .
Mister Bossman, Mister Bossman,
 Lemme mark in the book once mo’. . . .”

There were more verses like that than any one man knew. And after each verse the 

refrain:

“Hungry blues done got me listenin’ to my love one cry. . . .
Put some vittles in my belly, or yo’ honey gonna lay down and die. . . .” (3)

Just as Taylor knows he’ll never have the profi ts the white man calculates for him-
self, so too these black sharecroppers have learned that the meager bounty of the 
earth belongs to the white “bossman” while they remain locked in debt peonage, 
every additional mark in “the book” tying them inescapably to the landowner. 
Not precisely a plantation ledger, the account book nevertheless records the fact 
that their very bodies and souls remain dependent on their employer, a wide-
spread communal experience more vast and various “than any one man knew” 
yet bound by the simple language and sensation of hunger. Melody’s  leisure-  and 
gold- loving brother Chinatown characterizes the situation bitterly: “We jest nig-
gers, makin’ the white man crop for him. Leave him make his own crop, then we 
don’t end up owing him money every season” (5). Chinatown knows as well as his 
brothers, though, that being “jest niggers” disallows such detachment, that their 
social subjection keeps them indebted to the “white man” year after year. As the 
subsequent verse of the rhyme Rev. Taylor intones reminds us,

Ten’s a ten

But it’s mighty funny;

When you cain’t count good,

You hain’t got no money.

(Negro Folk Rhymes 207)

The inaccessibility of education for rural blacks was a constant concern even 
into the twentieth century.4 In a larger sense, however, the verse quoted above 
suggests that knowledge is irrelevant when whites control the laws, the books, 
and the social mathematics that keep black farmers in permanent debt and de-
pendency. While the Moss family harvests a good crop, one that would draw “‘a 
couple hundred dollars or so,’” Melody knows that they’ll never see that money 
because “‘Mr Johnston keeps the book. He don’t let us see what’s writ in it . . . he 
say what we made, and what’s writ leaves us owin’ him’” (31).5 Melody’s phrasing 



66 Chapter Two

here is delicate—he is speaking to a white “jackleg” recruiting millworkers to 
migrate North—but nonetheless clearly indicates that “what’s writ” is funda-
mentally a different fi gure from what the Mosses actually “made.” Such power 
was common: as Pete Daniel recounts, the landlord “dictated the rations the fam-
ily received, the acreage planted, the mix of crops, and the ledger books” (7)—in 
short, their entire equation of subsistence. The arithmetic may have been fuzzy to 
many uneducated blacks, but the powers of white manipulation were no secret; as 
one former slave interviewed by a New Deal wpa worker commented shrewdly:

It’s like dat sum dem scholars couldn’t git; standing alone dat naught ain’t worth noth-

ing, but set it up against dat which is of value and it takes on value. Set a naught ag’inst 

dat which is one and you has ten; set up another naught dar and you has a hundred. 

Now if somebody was to give me a note worth $10, and I found room to add another 

naught along side of de fi rst; den dem two naughts what ain’t worth nothing by deir-

selves gives de note de value of $99 if dey is sot along wid de one. Ed’icated folks calls 

dat raising de note. I is ig’nant and I calls dat robbery.6

The products differ depending on who is doing the math, but it is clear that 
as long as white men like Mr. Johnston could keep such calculating fi ctions alive, 
black workers like the Mosses would always be “owin’” their lives and livelihoods 
to them.

Repeated references to entrenched mathematical paradigms in these moments 
remind us of the persistent power and relevance of plantation codes and calcu-
lations. Under such spurious mathematics, African American southerners fi nd 
themselves in nearly the same positions as their ancestors who had to steal in 
order to obtain what was rightfully theirs. The opening pages of Blood on the 
Forge are consumed with hunger and the hungry blues, the family’s playful ban-
ter suggesting that the only strategies for combating the pangs are in “‘sleepin’” 
or “‘thievin’” (2). But by participating in this economy, even (presumably) sub-
versively, these individuals are unwittingly helping to perpetuate it; attempts to 
steal, own, or increase their value end up reinscribing the terms of their subjec-
tion and eventually effecting their own suicidal erasure.

Amplifying the somber cadences of the opening scenes of Blood on the Forge 
is the revelation, six pages in, that just four weeks earlier the Moss boys’ mother 
“had dropped dead between the gaping handles of the plow” while Chinatown 
and Melody were fooling around in the dust. “The lines had been double looped 
under her arms,” Melody remembers, “so she was dragged through the damp, 
rocky clay by a mule trained never to balk in the middle of a row. The mule 
dragged her in. The rocks in the red hills are sharp. She didn’t look like their 
maw any more” (7). Wild with grief, the eldest and freakishly large brother Big 
Mat “took a piece of fl int rock and tore the life out of that mule, so that even the 
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hide wasn’t fi t to sell” (7). It’s clear that the mule is a proxy for the boys’ mother, 
and that a tireless dedication to labor killed them both; more than that, both are 
violently disfi gured after death, suggesting the grotesque extent to which their 
laboring bodies have betrayed them. Like the mule, “you couldn’t stop [their 
mother] from working . . . she probably started in right away to plow for God” 
(7). But Big Mat’s attempt to destroy the symbol of fruitless toil that ruins his 
mother—making the hide itself unfi t to sell—only backfi res. Mr. Johnston takes 
away their food credit and “claimed their share of the crop for the next two years 
in payment for his mule. He didn’t say where the crop was coming from when 
there was no animal to plow with. He didn’t say how they were going to eat 
without food credit. All they could do was wait for him to change his mind” (7). 
Raging desperately against the forces that stymie and starve them only places 
these workers at a more acute disadvantage, fatally bound to their condition of 
peonage and to Mr. Johnston’s whims; resistance proves their plight to be just as 
adhesive and lethal as their mother’s plow lines  double- looped under her arms. 
Killing the mule ultimately constitutes a futile and suicidal display of exhaustion 
and grief.

It is not surprising that another mule, symbol of tireless toil, is slaughtered 
for similar purposes in Richard Wright’s “The Man Who Was Almost a Man,” 
fi rst published in 1940 (the same year he released both Uncle Tom’s Children and 
Native Son) and later revised for the collection Eight Men. The setting of this 
incident is also a plantation in the rural South, and the protagonist another black 
sharecropper, this time a  seventeen- year-old boy named Dave. At the end of a 
long day working in the fi eld, Dave fantasizes about having a gun that will make 
him feel powerful and like “a man.” He manages to use his pay to buy the coveted 
gun and quickly becomes drunk on the possibility that he could “kill anybody, 
black or white” now, and that “holding his gun in his hand, nobody could run 
over him; they would have to respect him” (14). Dave’s sympathetic desire to feel 
strong, powerful, and respected rises directly out of his condition of servitude 
and racial inferiority. But the conditions that drive him to such rebellion also 
insure that he will not surmount them; Dave’s folly of self- possession and pride 
backfi re, quite literally, when he accidentally shoots and kills Jenny, his boss’s 
mule. Not only has he “bought a dead mule” that, like Big Mat, he will have to 
work off of the boss’s books, but in a sense he has also delivered himself into the 
position of “dead mule” in the debit column of the ledger. He compares himself 
explicitly to Jenny: “Nobody ever gave him anything. All he did was work. They 
treat me like a mule, and then they beat me. He gritted his teeth. . . . Fifty dollars 
for a dead mule” (20). In his position of servitude, “they”—a broad, inclusive 
term for all white landowning society—work him into the ground and beat him 
like a mule; in his ill- fated gesture of power and reversal, he repeats these offenses 
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upon himself, displaced onto the body of Jenny, whose value now becomes his 
own. He is supposed to sell back the gun to begin paying his debt to the boss, 
but instead he takes it—effectively pilfering the symbol of his own misbegotten 
power and inevitable self- destruction—and jumps aboard a passing train heading 
somewhere out of the South, “away, away to somewhere, somewhere where he 
could be a man” (21). The story ends here, with a clear and sober indication that 
he will remain a mere laboring animal in the fi eld if he stays where he is; and sec-
ondly, that “a man” of power and violence is not necessarily a condition to aspire 
to, but simply a fulfi llment of the white models he has grown up and suffered un-
der. Yet fl eeing is his only option in the end; and this escape echoes Wright’s own 
when, as Margaret Walker recounts in her biography Richard Wright: Daemonic 
Genius, “almost a man . . . he resolved to run away, to take fl ight and run, to leave, 
to go far from the South that thought it knew and understood him, but never 
could know and understand him because it denied him his black humanity” (39). 
Wright did not leave because, as his mother feared, he “had gotten into trouble 
with ‘white folks’” but because he suspected he eventually would if he stayed 
(39); Dave’s plight is a symbolic version, it seems, of that apparently ineluctable 
end.7

Blood on the Forge also features a train escape on the heels of another near-
 murder. Mr. Johnston agrees fi nally to give the Mosses a replacement mule in 
an attempt to pacify and prevent his tenants from being cajoled by “jacklegs” 
to work in the northern mills. When he approaches the riding boss about tak-
ing home their new animal, Big Mat is viciously upbraided: “‘If Mr Johnston 
got good sense you won’t never get another mule,’ said the riding boss. ‘You’d 
be run off the land if I had my say. Killin’ a animal worth forty dollars, ‘cause 
a nigger woman got dragged over the rocks’” (28). This fi nal equation, which 
suggests that the life of a “nigger woman” is not worth anything near “forty dol-
lars,” simply undoes the grieving son. In a blur of transcendent rage, Big Mat 
quickly and decisively knocks the riding boss to the ground and bludgeons him. 
In a chilling moment of reversal, the boss’s disrespect for Mat’s mother’s life is 
countered by Mat’s dehumanization of the fallen man: “‘A dead one,’ was his 
fi rst frightened thought” as he surveys the body, now a collection of parts rather 
than a whole person: “the uneven movement of the red throat, the fl uttering blood 
bubbles at the nose” (28, italics added). Identifi ed by defi nite articles rather than 
possessive pronouns, the pieces of the riding boss’s body are no longer things he 
owns, which is the most appropriate and personal kind of revenge that Mat could 
possibly bestow. Sensing that the man will survive the attack, though, Mat knows 
that both his reprisal and his life are  short- lived; thus, it suddenly does make 
sense for the Moss boys to take the jackleg’s tip and board a cargo train headed 
for the northern steel mills. Like Wright’s young protagonist, the Mosses sneak 
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onto a boxcar; unlike Wright’s boy, however, the Mosses join a large group of fel-
low escapees bound for a massive migration. Their collective tale continues on to 
show us exactly where the mythical refuge of “somewhere” away from the South 
might be, and what kind of “men” they might hope to become there.

Northern Migrations and Southern Repetitions

As James Beeby and Donald G. Nieman report, during the height of Jim Crow 
southern blacks began to migrate in substantial numbers away from “the poverty 
and violence of the South to the burgeoning industrial cities of the North, where 
they found problems both old and new” (344). “New” to the Moss brothers are 
the dank factories and the gray industrial towns fi lled with strange immigrants 
from a number of European and Slavic nations; but the newness of the indus-
trial North quickly pales in comparison to the haunting reappearance of the Old 
South. Before they even reach their Pennsylvania destination, it is clear that the 
Moss brothers are not traveling forward in history but backward: the conditions 
of their migration vividly evoke the Middle Passage itself. Like African slaves 
crammed into the hold of a schooner, these men “squatted on the  straw- spread 
fl oor of a boxcar, bunched up like hogs headed for market, riding in the dark for 
what might have been years, knowing time only as dippers of warm water gulped 
whenever they were awake, helpless and drooping because they were headed into 
the unknown and there was no sun” (38). The brothers become separated, deliri-
ous, and miserable among pools of urine and the growing stench; for all of the 
men in the railcar, the “misery . . . was a mass experience” (39). In an episode 
evocative of the Great Migration, which peaked at the time the masses fl ed, the 
boys join the exodus north in hopes of fi nding improved labor conditions, pay, 
and treatment. But the Mosses’ abject journey constitutes a harbinger of what 
they will fi nd in the North: like slaves crossing the Atlantic, they arrive at their 
destination still bound by the shackles of an exploitative economy and social 
order.

For men conditioned to expect so little, life in the northern mill at fi rst seems 
luxurious: “Big Mat was not thinking about the labor trouble. . . . For a man who 
had so lately worked from dawn to dark in the fi elds twelve hours and the long 
shift were not killing. For a man who had ended each year in debt any wage at 
all was a wonderful thing. For a man who had known no personal liberties even 
the iron hand of the mill was an advantage” (176). Exploited, overworked, and 
belittled by their bosses, the workers grow restless; but the displaced southerners, 
long enslaved to a mentality of bare survival, are held safely by the “iron hand” 
of a system that will keep them from recognizing and exploring the need and 
opportunities for real “advantage.” Attaway makes it clear that the experience of 
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the South and its fatal economy permanently disables African Americans from 
recognizing their true interests and potential even above the Mason- Dixon Line; 
put another way, their conditioning within the southern sharecropping institu-
tion prepares them to endure conditions up north. When Big Mat is deputized as 
a  union- bashing thug, he feels drunk with newfound power and sees his new sta-
tus in a very limited way, as a vindication of his former subjection: “Maybe in the 
South he had been just a peon. There had been a riding boss to count the drops 
of sweat from his body. But here there was no riding boss” (227). Yet his folly is 
in his inability to exorcise the riding boss from this scene or from his imagination; 
he merely effects a substitution: “exalted” by his authority, he decides “There 
was a riding boss—Big Mat. Big Mat Moss from the red hills was the riding 
boss” (231). The man who “counts” the drops of sweat from his body, quantify-
ing his labor and his person simultaneously, is now himself. For the man who has 
never been able to see what’s “writ” in the books or to account accurately for his 
own labor, this reversal of power is profound; but it comes attended by profound 
violence as well. When Big Mat kills a man—signifi cantly, an innocent Ukrainian 
man who “had never been in the South” (231) and is a stranger to Mat’s his-
torical vengeance—he perversely acts out the riding boss’s revenge on himself; 
accordingly, the sweep of retribution swings full circle, and Big Mat himself is 
soon slain, too. As his eyes close on death, he thinks “he had been through all of 
this once before. Only at that far time he had been the arm strong with hate. . . . 
Maybe somewhere in these mills a new Mr Johnston was creating riding bosses, 
making a difference where none existed” (233). Attaway wants us to see clearly 
that the enforced, unnatural social divisions in the South are being cyclically re-
 created in post- Reconstruction America’s industrial wastelands and battlefi elds, 
wreaking their baleful infl uence on men who have never even experienced or 
known such disaster. The systemic repression of people like Big Mat ensures the 
endless recycling of violence and the fatal lust for power fueled by dispossession 
and hate, transmitted in such novels by way of the symbolic Great Migration 
but, as Attaway demonstrates vividly enough, encoded already in the systems 
of capitalism they both fl ee and run toward. The labor bosses know, uncannily, 
that their perpetuation of capital enslavement depends on exploiting the buried 
trauma of such men: “as long as they come from the South,” these workers will 
insure that the “union ain’t gonna win. They didn’t fi gure on the South when 
they started this here.” (234).

Indeed, too desperate to see beyond their present condition, the southerners 
become unwitting allies of the labor lords. On their arrival in the Pennsylvania 
mill town the brothers are greeted with suspicion and hatred by the immigrant 
workers who know that the African American southerners have been shipped 
in to take their places in times of labor strife and in the threat of a strike. When 
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union activity breaks full force into this world late in the novel, the blacks and 
immigrants are played against each other by the bosses to disastrous effect; the 
owners exploit the African Americans’ conditioned poverty, tempting them with 
positions of authority and power both within the mill and in the community.8 
Long foreclosed from the workings of the books that control their lives and their 
humanity, under the capitalist practices of modern America these southerners are 
twisted into beings able to justify their acts of desperation on the grounds of both 
existential and literal hunger and rage. While Big Mat is manipulated into a situ-
ation in which he commits murder, these desperate measures reveal themselves 
as visceral attempts to inhabit the position of the master, the “riding boss,” the 
one who wields the power and totes the gun and counts drops of sweat. At bot-
tom, such acts disclose a simple desire to live and be legitimated in the holy text 
of southern society: the plantation account book. When the mill owners make Big 
Mat a deputy, he renders his satisfaction in the cruel and absolute language of the 
ledger: “he was a deputy. It was all down on the books. It could not be changed” 
(193). The entry validates his existence in a comfortingly yet disturbingly per-
manent way, as a credit this time rather than a “debt slave” (217). Locked into 
an economy of brutality, the event effectively and decisively signals his end: “It 
could not be changed.” Not surprisingly, neither of Mat’s brothers survives the 
year intact either. Chinatown is blinded in an explosion on the job, while a hand 
injury leaves Melody unable to play his beloved guitar. Both men effectively lose 
the capacities that not only bring them great pleasure but that evoke their very 
identities: Chinatown his ability to admire his own image and Melody the musi-
cal genius that gives him his name. Attaway’s transformations of his characters 
often include literal fragmentation and mutilation to underscore the profound 
psychological and physical damage wrought by this cyclical, self- sustaining nar-
rative of debasement.

Compulsive, environmentally induced, and often suicidal violence among 
African Americans in or in fl ight from the Jim Crow South is a constant pres-
ence in Wright’s work as well. The most vicious and well- known of these por-
traits, Native Son, appeared in 1940, just one year before Attaway’s novel. Bigger 
Thomas’s acts of rape and murder are fi gured as inevitable—if extreme—by-
products of the pestilential world that constrains and distorts his humanity. After 
an immediate round of effusive and polite praise for Wright’s obvious artistic 
achievement, readers, especially those from the black community, despaired over 
its bleak vision and potent stereotypes. Letters to editors of African American 
newspapers expressed anxiety that “‘[white readers] will believe [Bigger] typical 
of all of us,’” as one woman worried. “‘Our record of criminality is . . . usually 
against ourselves. How often does a colored man go out and kill some white per-
son brooding over wrongs?’” (qtd. in Rowley 193). However, this letter writer 
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fails to consider that killings like Bigger’s when rendered in literature are ulti-
mately representative of the community’s crimes “against ourselves” that she 
plainly laments; that is, by learning to inhabit the position of their oppressors, 
their behavior in turn becomes criminal and fi nally suicidal. In effect, Wright’s 
characters, like the African Americans in his own world, must symbolically in-
habit the white man’s position in order to escape the black man’s lot, but in do-
ing so necessarily become alienated from themselves and driven by self- serving 
capitalist priorities.

The process is simple at fi rst: a southern black circumscribed by regional 
apartheid attempts to impersonate the master’s methods in order to effect mere 
survival. To garner such authority under the stringent codes of Jim Crow, how-
ever, would involve outright theft. In his early autobiography, Black Boy, Wright 
observes that

all about me, Negroes were stealing. More than once I had been called a “dumb nig-

ger” by black boys who discovered that I had not availed myself of a chance to snatch 

some petty piece of white property that had carelessly been left in my reach. . . . I knew 

that the very nature of black and white relations bred this constant thievery.

No Negroes in my environment had ever thought of organizing . . . and petitioning 

their white employers for higher wages. The very thought would have been terrifying 

to them. . . . So, pretending to conform to the laws of the whites, grinning, bowing, 

they let their fi ngers stick to what they could touch. And the whites seemed to like it. 

(218–19)

Again we see the possibility of unionization by class vetoed as “terrifying” to 
blacks intimidated, killed, or simply sidelined in their efforts; moreover, organiz-
ing and petitioning simply had not emerged as viable palliatives for either blacks 
or poor whites in the stricken South. The reality, Wright explains, is surrepti-
tious thievery bred specifi cally and reciprocally within the unscrupulous world 
of “black and white relations”—that is, learned well by the example of whites 
who often engaged in such sinister practices to acquire their own property. The 
pilfered objects themselves—and not the act of fi lching them—are described 
as “petty,” which allows Wright to transfer the word’s usual association with 
“larceny” or “theft” to the goods themselves: these are stolen things even before the 
blacks deign to take them, he avers.9 African American southerners are driven not 
only by desperation to steal, but by vengeance as well; they are, quite plainly, tak-
ing back what is rightfully theirs.

Yet Wright’s objections to stealing are “not moral” but practical: “I knew that, 
in the long run, it was futile, that it was not an effective way to alter one’s rela-
tionship to one’s environment” (219). He knows that his subterfuge serves white 
expectations and needs, keeping him fi rmly rooted not specifi cally in a region, 
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perhaps, but in a more abstract “environment” of desperation and subjection. 
Wright knows only too well that whites count on this despair and “would rather 
have had Negroes who stole, work for them than Negroes who knew, however 
dimly, the worth of their own humanity. Hence, whites placed a premium upon 
black deceit . . . and their rewards were bestowed upon us in the degree that we 
could make them feel safe and superior” (219). By stealing to get ahead, they 
simply insure that southern race relations stay “safe” in the old familiar patterns. 
Ultimately, the subterfuge proves neither subversive nor redemptive; instead, it 
is downright suicidal: “To go to jail in the South would mean the end,” Wright 
knows; “there was the possibility that if I were ever caught I would never reach 
jail” (218).

Desperation nonetheless compels him to begin embezzling money at the cin-
ema ticket counter where he works, in hopes of saving enough to fl ee North. Like 
the whites around him, he learns to “master” his anxiety and “calculate coldly,” 
and he gathers enough capital to leave in a radical gesture of self- possession (222). 
In essence, he slyly appropriates his own identity: “it’s my life,” he asserts at the 
close of the chapter. “I’ll see now what I can make of it” (227). Beyond equating 
his life with the funds necessary to purchase its autonomy, his language bears the 
ineradicable weight of production: in seizing his own life, he now needs not just to 
“make” his own person but also to “make” good on it. Headed north to Chicago, 
Wright’s opportunity to work and produce in an honest fashion seems to lie only 
beyond the borders of the South and the limitations of Jim Crow. Literary his-
tory tells us, of course, that Wright capitalized tremendously on the investment 
of stolen funds, a measure that paid off in righteousness but reminds us that the 
methods are dangerously reproductive of the social order he was committed to 
leave behind. These machinations yield a fl awed kind of redemption because they 
belong to a dissolute economy from which there is as yet no escape.

And indeed, by resorting to unethical measures to attempt escape from one 
(southern) iteration of capital slavery to another (northern) version, the potential 
for permanent psychological self- debasement is profound. One of Wright’s most 
overlooked and generally misunderstood short stories, collected in Eight Men but 
often considered a novella in its own right, “The Man Who Lived Underground” 
offers a dark, surrealist vision of the underbelly of an anonymous, industrial 
American city as glimpsed by a modern black house servant wrongly accused 
and forced to confess to the murder of a white female neighbor.10 Desperate to 
escape further torture by a crew of police thugs, he escapes into a sewer and thus 
sets into motion a nightmarish underground odyssey through the bowels of de-
ceit, corruption, and death. While many critics have read this tale as an allusive 
chronicle reminiscent of Dostoevsky or classical mythology, it seems also to have 
a peculiarly modern American character: by descending south / South of the city, 
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the narrator gains a privileged vantage on the corruption above. Indeed, the re-
verse fl ight of this neoslave takes him symbolically south in order to highlight 
vividly and horribly the northern iniquity he is now able to witness while safely 
under cover. What he sees, then, both refl ects and repeats typically southern pat-
terns of usury and abjection.

We simply cannot ignore the symbology of the “underground” fl ight for 
an American black protagonist, wrongfully imprisoned and fl eeing for his life. 
Through sewer grates and trapdoors, like Harriet Jacobs he peers in on white 
underhandedness in all its naked awfulness, realizing slowly and surely that there 
is no true escape from the shackles of racial subjection; nonetheless, in his state of 
terrifi c want he cannot help but be seduced by the world of luxurious depravity. 
In one particularly stunning moment, he digs his way into a basement contain-
ing a view of a safe and watches “an eerie white hand, seemingly detached from 
its arm” moving “in and out of the safe, taking wads of bills and cylinders of 
coins” (35). The hand is clearly a metonym for white society, but instead of being 
repulsed by its (quite literal) underhandedness, he instantly wants to watch and 
fi gure out the “combination” to the safe. Signifi cantly, the key to gaining what 
the white world takes and enjoys is to learn how to spin the numbers just as the 
white man does. So he waits patiently for the white hand to return, and then he 
transcribes exactly the fi gures that the dial turns to: “With quivering fi ngers, he 
etched 1- r- 6 upon the brick wall with the tip of the screwdriver. The hand twirled 
the dial twice to the left and stopped at two, and he engraved 2- l- 2 upon the wall 
. . . [then] he wrote 4- r- 6. . . . [and] 3- l- 0. The door swung open and again he 
saw the piles of green money and the rows of wrapped coins. I got it, he said 
grimly” (42). But he doesn’t yet have “it”: he is simply watching the white hand 
perform the treacherous arithmetic of accumulation; he has the fi gures recorded 
in his own hand, engraved upon the very wall that separates him from the world 
he desires, but it remains to be seen if the secret code will yield a result for him as 
well. His belief and desire here overreach his reality with extraordinary pathos. 
As so many of these protagonists hope, simply learning the correct combination 
of numbers should afford them access to the riches long locked away from their 
communities. But even in possession of the numbers, Wright’s protagonist does 
not, as he believes, have the magical code. He watches those two white hands go in 
and take out the money, and he is “astonished”: “He’s stealing, he said to himself. 
He grew indignant, as if the money belonged to him. . . . He felt that his stealing 
the money and the man’s stealing were two entirely different things” (42). His 
own impulse is about “getting it,” while the white man’s is, he assumes, about 
spending it, “perhaps for pleasure” (42). What separates the two impulses seem 
to be deeply ingrained differences in attitudes toward consumption: for the black 
man, it is the personal “sensation” of acquisition he is after, while the white man 
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treats and uses the cash itself frivolously (42). Wright’s underground man desires 
this money viscerally, but without “possessiveness” or greed (44); something in 
his being simply needs and hungers for it. As Leigh Anne Duck argues about 
poor whites in Caldwell’s grotesque, proletarian novels, these physical economic 
drives are not materially productive but “they do suggest a form of labor driven 
by the body rather than the corporation, and this confi guration of intimacy with 
one’s own labor offers a form of authenticity often longed for in  Depression- era 
discourse” (90). For a black character associated at least symbolically with south-
ern experience—he is, effectively, a house slave who escapes a lynching—the 
visceral attraction not to labor but to recompense seems to be the soul’s manner 
of crying out for reparations.

While the protagonist waits for the man to return so he can, unseen, watch 
him work the combination that will unlock those funds, he witnesses what should 
be a glaring warning that history will not repeat itself any differently. In an at-
tempt to determine just which room the safe is in, he begins digging new holes 
and ends up, not coincidentally, staring into a meat market instead. Clearly abut-
ting and nearly mistaken for the area where the safe is located, the market pres-
ents a crucial parable and parallel to the world of money and coins: as if turning 
the dial to a safe, “He twisted the knob and swung the door in; a frigid blast made 
him shiver. In the shadows before him were halves and quarters of hogs and 
lambs and steers hanging from metal hooks on the low ceiling, red meat encased 
in folds of cold white fat. . . . The odor of fresh raw meat sickened him and he 
backed away. A meat market, he whispered” (37). In fact, it is “nick’s fruits 

and meats”; lest we miss what Nick is neatly and mathematically dividing, 
quartering, and selling here, a white woman soon enters the empty store to make 
a purchase from the fruit section, considers the grapes, and requests “‘a pound 
of dark ones’” (39). To further drive home the point, it is the protagonist himself 
who is forced to sell these “dark” objects to her—the woman spots him lurking 
and assumes he is a clerk. She pays him a dime that he fl ings away after her exit 
“with a gesture of contempt”; but he does take from the market a meat cleaver, 
“for what purpose he did not know”—it simply adheres to his hand (40). In this 
swift series of events, he fi nds himself unwittingly attached to the objects—coins 
and a cleaver—that signify the selling and mutilating of his own symbolic prox-
ies. The next moment fi nds him uncontrollably returning to thoughts of fi nding 
the safe and trying to decode the combination. He eventually fi nds and uses the 
magical combination to open the safe, stunned to see the money left there wait-
ing for him. This spree of theft (he soon ends up taking a horde of diamonds 
and watches from a jewelry store as well) seems to constitute a compulsive act of 
revenge rather than a hungry desire to get rich. Despite all of the dissolution he 
witnesses and the portent of danger he holds in his hands, he can’t resist wanting 
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narcissistically to be part of what the aboveground men possess and experience: 
“‘Mister,’ he later explains to the police, ‘when I looked through all of those holes 
and saw how people were living, I loved ’em’” (69).

But having what they have takes him fundamentally away from who he is; he 
very literally enters a foreign landscape where his prior identity is erased from 
knowledge. In explicit detail, Wright shows us how unfamiliar the stolen currency 
is to the protagonist; he inspects it curiously, “expecting it to reveal hidden quali-
ties,” but discovers fi nally that it is “just like any other paper” (44). At fi rst he 
doesn’t even realize that he has taken “wads of one- dollar bills” rather than “the 
big ones” (44); the money itself has only symbolic rather than actual value. He is 
simply enacting “what he had seen others do” and in so doing tries momentarily 
to live their lives and loses his own identity completely. After taking the money 
from the safe he thinks, “Oh yes! He had forgotten. He would now write his name 
on the typewriter. . . . But what was his name? He stared, trying to remember. . . . 
But it would not come to him” (49). Having just inspected the cash and read the 
standard inscription on the bills as if he were “reading of the doings of people who 
lived on some far- off planet” (49), it becomes clear that the protagonist now in-
habits an alien space, language, and body; he even pretends to be an accountant or 
lawyer, delighted by his playful approximation of their lingo: “He laughed. That’s 
just the way they talk, he said” (49). The vocabulary and laws of this world give 
him momentary delight and power, but at a terrible and dislocating expense. Not 
only does his name escape him, but he fi nds himself suddenly falling unconscious: 
“he was still standing when the thought came to him that he had been asleep. 
Yes. . . . But he was not yet fully awake; he was still queerly blind and deaf. How 
long had he slept? Where was he?” (54). This disorientation powerfully asserts 
his exile from his own humanity, thrust into an unfamiliar and inimical world 
of dollars and cents and contracts and codes. He simply is no longer himself in 
this realm, and an intense kind of repression and amnesia—and ultimately, utter 
hilarity and insanity—takes over to make this stunningly clear.

Making emphatic the notion that slavery is the “haunting” historical precon-
dition for his current anxiety, the protagonist compulsively wallpapers his hide-
out with the stolen money, pasting the green bills over the dirt walls and then 
decorating them with “the bloody cleaver,” “a fi stful of ticking gold watches,” 
and a slew of bejeweled rings (50). The  decked- out hideout becomes a “mocking 
symbol” to “the world that had branded him guilty,” and suddenly inspires him 
to declare, “he was free!” (50). “Free” in a nominal sense from the world of slav-
ery, he nonetheless bears the somatic traces of the system’s cruelty and despera-
tion; even in this calculated gesture of emancipation, he is still shackled to and 
menaced by the world above where dollar bills, watches, and bloody cleavers can 
hang together in a chilling equation of value. These things are “all on the same 
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level of value” for him: “They were the serious toys of the men who lived in . . . 
the world that had condemned him, branded him guilty” (45). The pointedly 
anonymous narrator becomes, in effect, and with all intended irony, “the Man” 
of the story’s title. We know, of course, that under such conditions he will never 
be “free.”

The rules and codes of this world are so deeply engraved and powerfully dis-
composing that they throw the tenets of logic and morality perilously off- kilter. 
Similar to Wright’s own autobiographical refl ections in Black Boy, the man pon-
ders a shift in morality associated with his desperate actions: “if the world as 
men had made it was right, then anything else was right, any act a man took 
to satisfy himself, murder, theft, torture” (52). The problem is that the “men” 
who made the world and its laws are white, and their interpretations have the 
power to fatally undermine the black man’s existence. Assumed “guilty” of a 
crime he did not commit even before the story begins, he will remain perpetu-
ally culpable no matter what he does, especially when he is driven to unlawful 
measures to “satisfy himself ” and, more simply, to preserve his innocence and 
integrity. Under these skewed laws of rationality, he begins to doubt the reality 
of his innocence: “They know I didn’t do anything, he muttered. But how could 
he prove it? He had signed a confession. Though innocent, he felt guilty, con-
demned” (40). Juxtaposed with his search for the safe, his adventure in the meat 
market, and the string of petty and major thefts—all of which employ the same 
language of condemnation—this meditation on his culpability is crucial: his im-
posed, inexorable guilt is inextricable from his observation of white subterfuge 
and theft. Tellingly, he resorts to the same crimes whites themselves commit in 
order to get ahead; the logically implausible but socially impervious difference is 
that “guilt” applies only to the black man and not the white. Once in possession 
of the money, the man loses his senses and his identity entirely; the white man, 
on the other hand, writes his own blank slip. Ultimately what the man desires is 
not cash so much as a reprieve from the pressure of ambient guilt and suspicion; 
he is, from the start of the story, running away from a wrongful accusation. “It is 
not the money that was luring him, but the mere fact that,” like the white men 
around him, now “he could get it with impunity” (41). While being black means 
always being “condemned” without evidence, the white life offers the possibility 
for true artifi ce “with impunity.” Yet he discovers harshly that such substitutions 
are impossible: the black man will always be guilty under the perversions of law 
“as men had made it.”

Wright renders this sentence still more ineluctable when a worker at the radio 
store is accused of taking the machine that the protagonist actually stole, to which 
the narrator reacts in bizarre approval: “Perhaps it was a good thing that they 
were beating the boy; perhaps the beating would bring to the boy’s attention, 
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for the fi rst time in his life, the secret of his existence, the guilt that he could 
never get rid of ” (56). Next, he watches impassively as the police wrongly accuse 
the jewelry store’s night watchman of the protagonist’s theft as well, “trying to 
make the watchman confess, just as they had made him confess to a crime he 
had not done” (56). These black proxies are all interchangeable, it seems, repeat-
edly swapping and sharing a communal experience of shame and guilt accord-
ing to the persistent inequities of their world and their chance encounters with 
 justice- hungry, racist white law enforcers. When the watchman is brutally killed 
behind closed doors, the narrator processes the event through a warped lens of 
ambient doom: “The watchman was guilty; although he was not guilty of the 
crime of which he had been accused, he was guilty, he had always been guilty” 
(57). The shared condition fatally binding the protagonist to these clerks—mere 
workers and pawns in a consumer economy—is an adherent history of racial 
subjection, one that has worked its way into their very bodies:

Why was this sense of guilt so seemingly innate, so easy to come by, to think, to feel, 

so verily physical? It seemed that when one felt this guilt one was retracted in one’s 

feelings a faint pattern designed long before; it seemed that one was always trying to 

remember a gigantic shock that had left a haunting impression upon one’s body which 

one could not forget or shake off, but which had been forgotten by the conscious mind, 

creating in one’s life a state of constant anxiety. (55)

Like the physical sensation for money that has no practical value but only spiri-
tual signifi cance, guilt too haunts the body bereft of its inherent value and integ-
rity under slavery. The “gigantic shock” of indentured servitude, subjection, and 
now segregation has induced the somatic hauntings that these characters simply 
cannot “shake off” or escape.

To drive this point fully home, Wright brings his protagonist to a fateful end. 
The man admits defeat when he turns himself in to the same police who had ear-
lier tortured a confession out of him, utterly confused now about his own actual 
and existential guilt: he knows he didn’t kill Mrs. Peabody but feels certain he 
is “guilty” anyway (64). He becomes desperate to show the officers his under-
ground bunker with its symbolic decorations:

 “Mister,” he said . . . “you ought to see how funny the rings look on the wall.” He 

giggled. “I fi red a pistol, too. Just once, to see how it felt.”

“What do you suppose he’s suffering from?” Johnson asked.

“Delusions of grandeur, maybe,” Murphy said.

“Maybe it’s because he lives in a white man’s world,” Lawson said. (72)

The policemen’s diagnosis is more accurate than they or the readers may 
realize: in the “white man’s world” that the protagonist fi nally enters from 
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the underground, the symbolic route from South to North that gives African 
Americans a distinctive perspective on American race relations, the man is fa-
tally deluded and undone by his attempts to inhabit this space. When he leads 
the police to the manhole, hoping they will descend into the sewer after him, 
they simply shoot him from above and then close the manhole cover to hide his 
expiring body, submerged now forever in the buried cellar of the corrupt white 
consciousness. Symbolically, he dies in the  quasi- southern space that has given 
him both terrible knowledge of and a bitter taste of white American life; in his 
fi nal moments, he sees “the glittering cave, the shouting walls, and the laughing 
fl oor. . . . Then his mouth was full of thick, bitter water” (74). His own attempt 
to taste, mock, and deride the world that has foreclosed him only fi lls his gasping 
mouth with foul waste. He becomes once again “a whirling object rushing alone 
in the darkness, veering, tossing, lost in the heart of the earth” (74).

Debits to Credits: The Arithmetic of Narcissism and the Price 
of Ascent

While Wright’s protagonist was merely peering into the white world from below, 
unable to access its spaces or goods without fundamentally surrendering his iden-
tity, other African Americans were making valiant attempts to enter it on level 
ground. The fact of white privilege in matters economic, political, and social has 
been well rehearsed by critics David Roediger, George Lipsitz, Grace Elizabeth 
Hale, and Linda Faye Williams, among many others. But while having a white 
skin to insure such prestige was a preposterous option for men like Wright’s 
protagonist, other  light- skinned African Americans could and did choose to bet-
ter their situations by “passing” for white. The scholarship on this phenom-
enon, both in its historical and literary iterations, is voluminous, and generally 
tends to emphasize the dangers of socially constructed notions of racial essen-
tialism. In James Weldon Johnson’s Autobiography of an Ex- Coloured Man the 
protagonist is a part- black man whose ability to pass for white dramatizes both 
the fanatical artifi ciality of race categories and the opportunities accorded those 
fortunate enough to have a visibly white skin. His fantasy of acquiring cultural 
capital and material success, opportunities reserved largely for white men in the 
early  twentieth- century South, leads him to conclude that he must reject his race 
altogether in order to get ahead.

New in my reading of the novel is the suggestion that Johnson presents us 
with not just a tragedy of racial abrogation but in fact a nightmarish postcolonial 
vision: by more or less becoming white in order to get ahead, the ex- coloured man 
devolves into a fatal kind of narcissism; but the fact that this calculating obses-
sion plagues him even as a child suggests that the dynamics of self- valuing are 
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bred into him as a cultural birthright, making inevitable his tortured decision to 
pass. The ex- coloured man’s own interference in the biased arithmetic of mastery 
reveals much about both the profi tability of race categories and the laborious, 
skewed equations necessary to keep them intact. Ultimately Johnson’s narra-
tor learns a simple and fateful lesson in negation and accumulation: he must be 
not- black in order to purchase his autonomy, yet the spiritual impoverishment he 
suffers is a disastrous return on his investment.

Johnson’s Autobiography centers on a nameless,  mixed- race man’s struggle 
to defi ne and support himself. The plights are simultaneous: he wrestles with 
his ambiguous racial identity at the same time that he must fi nd a way to survive 
fi nancially, having lost his (part- black) mother and been abandoned by his (rich 
white) father. In the end, he must choose one heritage over the other, less for 
psychological consistency than for material wealth. He chooses whiteness primar-
ily because economic success is incompatible with being black in the Jim Crow 
South—and because, having a fair skin in a system based on the ocularity of race, 
he can pass with little fear of discovery. In Johnson’s text, narcissism and hybridity 
emerge to dramatize the artifi ciality of postcolonial race relations by revealing the 
ex- coloured man’s suppressed yearning for his own Otherness, a subtle reminder 
that his body literally contains biological traces of a socially autonomous self he 
must suppress. He can be either black or white, but not both in the same body; 
yet he is always yearning for the submerged part of his racial heritage. As Homi 
Bhabha asserts, the Other constitutes a “bizarre fi gure of desire” and that “the 
very place of identifi cation, caught in the tension of demand and desire, is a space 
of splitting” because “the question of identifi cation is never the affirmation of a 
pre- given identity, never a self- fulfi lling prophecy” (44–45). Before he learns that 
he is part- black, the ex- coloured man fi nds himself attracted to deep colors and 
darkness: he has a “particular fondness for the black keys” on the piano, a senti-
ment articulated just after describing the “strange harmonies” he produces “on 
either the high keys of the treble or the low keys of the bass” (462). A sense of har-
monic fusion attends the moment, which “interrupts” and “annoys” his mother 
presumably because she harbors the secret and knows the threat and despair of 
these “strange harmonies.” But the narrator fi xes on the contrasts: he prefers 
the “black” keys, and the “harmonies” emerge from either the “high keys” or 
the “low keys”—not both together.11 This seems to disqualify his tune from the 
status of musical harmony, disturbing also the dubious logic that essential differ-
ence must be maintained in order to achieve racial euphony. His secret preference 
for the black keys, however, reminds us that desire and instinct naturally subvert 
such radical and artifi cial polarization. For his attraction swings both ways, but 
always toward the forbidden self: after he resigns himself to living as “black,” he 
expresses increasingly sympathetic “white” characteristics, as we see later.
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The ex- coloured man is nameless because, as a fi gure whose very identity is 
based primarily on race, his ambiguity begets anonymity. It is signifi cant that the 
only way we may identify him is as the titular “Ex- Coloured Man.” As such, he 
is divorced from his status as a black man; however, that identity is never erased 
from his name but simply negated and rendered a present absence: a chiastic X 
(“Ex”), evocative of racial crossing and the mirroring of opposites, becomes a 
marker of his existence. As a fi gure of the cross, the chiasmus also implies cross-
ing racial divides or passing; but the narrator does not “pass” fl uidly from the 
black world into white society and stay there. As Samira Kawash suggests, “pass-
ing is the continual motion of crossing the color line” (64, italics added); the ex-
 coloured man, on the other hand, passes back and forth ambivalently and is never 
simply content with whom he has chosen to be. A fi gure perpetually in transition, 
he is always responding to and yearning narcissistically for his “other” self left on 
the far side of the line of racial demarcation.

It is clear that some choice needs to be made in order to steady the narrator’s 
fi ckle whims; narcissism develops early as a sign that this evolution is in process. 
In a classic scene of narcissistic contemplation, the young narrator, having just 
been made by his schoolteacher to stand up with the other black children and 
realizing in sudden horror that he is one of them, rushes home to inspect his new 
dark self in the mirror. He notices not a repulsive, bestial, dark creature but rather 
gentle, lustrous features and skin that appears “whiter than it really was” (17). 
He focuses on the “ivory whiteness” of this skin, the pale forehead, the “soft” 
and “glossy” hair (17). The refl ection is clearly his own, as was Narcissus’; but 
he interprets his self as an exaggerated version of an ideal and fetching white-
ness, the self he wants society to appreciate. Or does he? In fact, he is white by 
appearance—though perhaps not as white as he sees himself—and his narcissism 
steps in to assert the full richness of this knowledge; but he does notice black ele-
ments, too: his dark, wavy hair and the “liquid darkness” of his eyes. He will be 
haunted by this irrepressible duality throughout the novel, forced to deny it and 
choose one identity categorically over the other. While Henry Louis Gates Jr. 
argues that “the narrator is ‘white and black, at his whim and by his will’” (qtd. in 
Kawash 70), in fact, any agency or “will” has been predetermined by the rewards 
available to him for making one choice over the other. He sees himself as white and 
cherishes that image, a foretelling of the active, calculating narcissism that will 
rule his racial and material choices.

For a time he struggles mightily to realize his black identity; but this endeavor 
is complicated by the fact that he also aspires to be an artist. Historically, the abil-
ity to engage in artistic endeavors has held revolutionary potential for African 
Americans, as the earliest slave narratives testify.12 As Henry Louis Gates Jr. 
attests, however, we must always also acknowledge “the commodity function 
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of black writing” in the rare cases in which his slave could actually write, the 
master owned and profi ted from his slave’s words (Figures 25). More often, of 
course, blacks were prevented from learning to read and write at all; in turn, as 
Gates claims, “Race and reason, ethnocentrism and logocentrism, together were 
used by the enlightened to deprive the black of his or her humanity” (25). Thus, 
blacks were either foreclosed from the realm of literature, what philosophers like 
“Hume, Kant, Jefferson, and Hegel, seemed to decide was the signal measure of 
the potential, innate humanity of a race” (25), or else that literature was stolen 
from them when they did create it. Even during the Harlem Renaissance, the 
greatest concentrated outpouring of African American art within a single period 
and location, a system of white patronage often facilitated and infl uenced the 
works produced.13 Nonetheless, for Houston A. Baker Jr. in Turning South Again, 
black creativity signals an “economic solvency” that heralds a more general “life-
 enhancing and empowering” condition, but that also preserves categorical race 
identity—either “black modernism” or “mulatto modernism” (33).14 As Walter 
Johnson powerfully reasserts, the cultural legitimacy of the African American 
writer is tied intimately not just to race pride and uplift but to reversing a history 
of economic insolvency that equated the black body with labor and currency.15 
Yet for blacks more than perhaps any other individuals, the very act of producing 
art is indelibly encoded with the threat of exploitation.

The ex- coloured man experiences this peril in his desire to be a musician, 
which seems at fi rst a vehicle for expression and liberation but ultimately rein-
scribes the precise arithmetic of his marginalization. As Johnson indicates subtly 
(and not so subtly) in numerous textual moments, his narrator’s identity as an 
artist or a creator is inextricable from the fact of his blackness—and, what is 
more, from the haunting politics of chattel slavery. As a child just learning to 
play the piano, he avoids the “incremental,” “one- two- three,” and “counting 
out” styles in favor of simply “reproducing” the songs of others (26–27);16 such a 
preference signifi es his musical genius, certainly, but at the same time it cannot be 
divorced from the precedence of numbers and counting that lingers in the black 
cultural memory as a reminder of being measured and priced on the block and in 
the planter’s record. Instinctually, he chooses the slave’s role of mimicry rather 
than autonomy, ventriloquizing the scores of white masters rather than invent-
ing sequences of his own. Playing the piano, the narrator becomes overwhelmed 
with emotion and often begins sobbing, or else he falls asleep in exhaustion after 
his “whole body” has been engaged in the production of music; the emphasis on 
exertion and depletion suggests that the activity mirrors a kind of physical toil, 
much like the ingrained somatic connection to labor that Duck identifi es and 
Wright’s work reveals. Also like Wright’s underground man, Johnson’s narrator 
becomes dimly aware in these moments of a kind of haunting impressed on not 
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just his body but his soul, as these moments of work produce the deepest, sob-
bing sorrow.

Yet the ex- coloured man represses much of the reality that these moments 
conjure, fi rst because music is something that brings him enormous pride, and 
also because it brings him considerable profi t. He is discovered by a very rich 
white man who brings him home to play the piano for him, and for whom he 
soon begins working regularly as a veritable musical slave. The millionaire re-
serves his services exclusively; the protagonist begins playing privately for his 
new employer or as the entertainment at his grand dinner parties, taking his own 
plate of food back in the kitchen with the other help during his brief breaks. The 
narrator remembers that “occasionally he ‘loaned’ me to some of his friends,” 
with the emphasis on “loaned” indicating that he represents a prized possession 
rather than simply an employee (120). And he is worked apparently to the bone, 
commanded to play for interminable stints: “He seemed to be some grim, mute, 
but relentless tyrant, possessing over me a supernatural power which he used to 
drive me on mercilessly to exhaustion” (121). This tyrant clearly approximates an 
overseer or plantation boss whose hegemony over the slave is so potent that it ap-
pears mystical, operating wordlessly like a kind of “possession”—a word whose  
double meaning is felt heavily in this context. “But these feelings came very 
rarely,” the ex- coloured man reasons. Why?—“he paid me so liberally I could 
forget much” (121). “Payment” is the apparent arbiter for blacks whose status 
as postslavery wage laborers prioritizes the necessity to earn an honest living, 
yet even lavish compensation cannot undo the persistent reminders of systemic 
exploitation. Rather than laboring in the fi elds or as a house servant, though, as 
do Attaway’s and Wright’s protagonists, the ex- coloured man enters the realm of 
artistic production in order that Johnson may show how pervasive this crisis is 
even—and especially—for the black intellectuals and elite that DuBois cham-
pioned as the “Talented Tenth,” the great hope of the race. As talented as he is, 
the narrator will rarely be paid or treated as well as his white peers; instead, his 
expansive skill and ambitions are purchased and controlled by one wealthy man. 
In postcolonial terms, Johnson’s narrator fi nds himself governed by a kind of 
cultural neoslavery.17

As a correlative to his ambiguous racial identity, the musical forms he in-
novates do not just mimic white forms but rather promote a version of cultural 
hybridity. He begins with mainly white templates upon which he builds his own 
artistic dreams, blending African American folk and white European elements 
in order to produce new forms that exceed and disrupt the originals. While the 
ex- coloured man rejects the idea of the musical “duet” (29), he does, importantly, 
enjoy playing with beautiful and beloved white women twice in the text—fi rst, 
a girl on whom he has a desperate boyish crush, and later, a white woman who 
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ultimately becomes his wife and inspires him to pass permanently as white. He 
thus safely preserves his essential “black” charade as a segregated fi gure, while 
allowing his music as proxy to extend outward and mingle erotically with these 
distinctly white others. As he matures, the ex- coloured man learns to blend his 
classical, white European training with a more indigenous ragtime sound, at-
tempting to forge something of mixed and therefore “universal” appeal to the 
music scene (100). With masterful skill and success, he fulfi lls Baker’s notion of 
“mulatto modernism” and Bhabha’s belief in the seditious capacity of mimicry 
and hybridity.

Americans are well aware that such hybridity is the foundation of modern 
rock and jazz music, that the iconic Elvis owes his mass appeal to the African 
American roots of his soulful sound and gyrating hips. Yet in Johnson’s text, black 
art is still classifi ed and commodifi ed simply for what it offers the white race, as 
something to consume as entertainment or to appropriate for its cultural cachet 
and profi t potential.18 Resonant again of slavery, African Americans provide the 
work and the material while whites earn the credit and reap the fi scal harvest. In 
an early description of the New York “Club” the narrator frequents, there is an 
impressive photo gallery “of every coloured man in America who had ever ‘done 
anything.’ . . . The most of these photographs were autographed and, in a sense, 
made a really valuable collection” (104). We cannot fail to notice, though, that 
the pictures of “every” successful black fi t somehow on the walls of this small 
club, or that they comprise a “collection”—only valuable “in a sense,” by be-
ing framed, hung, stylized, and owned by a white arbiter. “Authentic” African 
American art held primitivist appeal for the fashionable white Americans like 
the ones who would have visited such a club, and who often served as patrons 
for aspiring black artists (much like the millionaire who hires Johnson’s narra-
tor, or the rich white woman shot by the black lover she fi nancially supports) 
or simply imitated or outright stole their work and royalties—again, a system 
of unacknowledged production and profi t resonant of slavery. As Ross Posnock 
asserts, “without white plundering of black talent, American popular art, espe-
cially music and dance, would be radically impoverished. Yet . . . the scandal 
of white plagiarism resides not in the violation of black ownership but in the 
refusal to acknowledge indebtedness” (20). Much like the false sense of infl ation 
granted by slavery’s exploitation, “white plagiarism” of artistic material usurps 
black production as personal property and attempts to obfuscate the origins of 
its wealth; in a remarkable reversal, however, the white is “indebted” to the black 
for its most public acts of expression, one that mass culture circulates and makes 
visible much more readily than stores of private wealth.19 Moreover, “plagiarism” 
itself constitutes a kind of mimicry; such a turnabout bears out Toni Morrison’s 
thesis that white American culture is, in fact, fundamentally underwritten by 
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its  African- American infl uences, as not just narcissistic “ego- enforcer[s]” but 
ego- fabricators (Playing in the Dark 8). Nonetheless, the inequities of capitalism 
combined with the politics of racism disguise the true nature of this indebted-
ness. By the end of the narrative, the narrator has given up music altogether in 
favor of a more lucrative occupation. When he abandons his artistry, Johnson’s 
narrator also jettisons his African American heritage.

It thus becomes clear that entrenched economic inequities preempt not just 
the narrator’s career but his very racial identity. The indissolubility of race and 
economics materializes in his frequent use of mathematical expressions, which 
tend to appear irrepressibly in moments of racial ambivalence or self- doubt. 
When for example the ex- coloured man tries to insert himself into the psyche of 
racism, he fi nds it explicable as a mathematical problem:

The main difficulty of the race question does not lie so much in the actual condition 

of the blacks as it does in the mental attitude of the whites. . . . By a complex, confus-

ing, and almost contradictory mathematical process, by the use of zigzags instead of 

straight lines, the earth can be proved to be the centre of things celestial; but by an 

operation so simple it can be comprehended by a schoolboy, its position can be verifi ed 

among the other worlds which revolve about the sun, and its movements harmonized 

with the laws of the universe. So, when the white race assumes as a hypothesis that it 

is the main object of creation and that all things else are merely subsidiary to its well-

 being . . . all are required to maintain the position. (166–67)

The ex- coloured man astutely realizes that mathematical and scientifi c “laws” 
can be laboriously manipulated by the white race for personal gain. So facile that 
even a “schoolboy” can understand it, the rules of racial interaction are rendered 
as transparent and veridical as science. Underlying this analogy is a sardonic 
awareness that he himself, living as a black, is compelled to serve as “subsidiary” 
to the “well- being” and advancement of the whites around him. His metaphor 
matches exactly the etymological defi nition of a “solipsist,” who narcissistically 
apprehends oneself as a primary object around which others revolve as mere sat-
ellites or planets.

As patently distasteful and malevolent as this position can be, knowing the 
rules and abuses of his world will not necessarily save him from being gov-
erned by them—and, indeed, falling prey to their apotheosis of “well- being.” 
Appearing white gives him a ready advantage; beyond that, it is simply a matter 
of comprehending the rules of logic that the white man manipulates at will. And 
if a mere “schoolboy” can achieve such knowledge, certainly, the exceedingly 
self- confi dent ex- coloured man seems to imply, he can too. Indeed, many of my 
students openly recoil from the narrator’s haughty, vaunting tone.20 While this 
reaction is certainly warranted, we eventually come around together to appreciate 
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the more complex import and peril of that proud voice; it signifi es the ex- coloured 
man’s desire not just to lay forth his neglected wares (as Thomas Wolfe tries so 
desperately to do) nor even to overstate the case for his fundamental humanity 
(all that Césaire’s Bantu natives seem ascetically to want), but rather to inhabit 
fully, authentically, and redemptively the position of white authority.

Of course, his “well- being” in both monetary and psychological terms is at 
stake in his eventual decision to pass for white—or, more accurately, to simply 
let the world “take him for what he is.” Since he does not appear to be black, he 
tacitly affirms his deep- seeded belief in the ontological value of his own whiteness 
through and through. He attempts to enact what his wealthy patron encourages 
him to realize: that he is “by blood, by appearance, by education, and by tastes 
a white man” and ought to enjoy the privileges that go along with it (144). The 
beautiful white boy he sees in the mirror is, indeed, “what he is” and not merely 
what he hopes to be. A horrifi c incident in the South transports him fully into 
this mindset: while traveling through Georgia, he witnesses a lynching and feels 
irreparably ashamed to be “identifi ed with a people that could with impunity be 
treated worse than animals” (191). While critics have struggled to understand 
the self- hatred that would allow a black man to absorb with such disgust his com-
munity’s abjection, the truth here seems deceptively lucid: because he is free to 
elect white privilege, he can simply choose not to suffer. Thus, he moves north 
and leaves both race and shame behind.

This choice can easily be seen as a betrayal, a literal enactment of the black 
bourgeois desire to “sell out” and live a life of apparent comfort, that is, white-
ness.21 By giving his protagonist the dubious gift of hybridity, Johnson allows 
him the power of choice—but that choice, he ultimately suggests, is an illusion: 
he must select his white part and not his black heritage in order to succeed. By 
forcing the ambitious ex- coloured man into the realm of whiteness, Johnson dra-
matizes the fact that the fortuitous road to what looks like cultural and economic 
success is strictly unavailable to  lower- class and  darker- skinned blacks. In New 
York, where Johnson himself famously claimed to be reborn (he was actually 
raised in Florida), the narrator has heard of “several coloured men worth a hun-
dred or so thousand dollars each, and some families who proudly dated their 
free ancestry back a half- dozen generations”; these neoaristocrats own “a large 
colony” of posh homes. The parody of southern (white) aristocracy is clear here, 
suggesting that its rules, however abstract and fetishized, are being imitated by 
ambitious blacks—whether they can pass for white or not. “But,” he concludes, 
“at no point did my life come in contact with theirs” (114). Instead, he remains a 
bitter impostor in the world of bloodlines and privilege.

Yet it is not just his person but his entire “life” that is straining for identifi ca-
tion with this world, made real and accessible only by generations of freedom 
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from slavery or, more easily, by a white key. He has “the best blood of the South” 
in his veins, but what that means is ominous; his white father gives him a gold 
piece to hang around his neck, an object that the boy fi xates on and treasures 
reverently. Jennifer Lea Schulz perceptively reads this gift as a symbol of the 
“wholly economic relationship in which the father claims the son simply as prop-
erty” (43), but it seems more sinister even than this: the white man passes along 
to his nearly white child a potent symbol of the aristocratic South, hanging it 
around his neck to signify that the boy both owns and can identify with it, too. 
The father’s lesson is profoundly affecting, as the narrator learns to covet what 
that superior blood confers. Most troubling, again, is the pointed proliferation 
of this desire: no matter where Johnson’s narrator travels in the United States, 
this acquisitive, white character haunts him. His only path to self- possession is 
by choosing the “best blood” but his “lesser half ”—and thus living in relative 
material comfort as a white man.

Gates has noted that Johnson associates “his protagonist’s desire to be 
white with an almost erotic investment in the project of  money- making” (intro. 
Autobiography xx). Indeed, he succumbs to a virtual pathology of “money fever” 
and possession, the prose overwhelmed with possessive personal pronouns at-
tached to objects of fi nance capitalism: “my capital,” “my money,” “my equity,” 
“my place of employment” (194, 196). He lives by the maxim, “‘Have a white 
skin, and all else may be added unto you’” (155); like his young self in the mirror 
seeing surplus whiteness (“whiter than he really is”), he continues to seek the 
part of himself that promises the most material gain—the complete compensa-
tion for his original  minus- ness. Piano has become a mere pastime, relegated 
to recreation in a life fi lled with the more serious business of  money- making. 
In this substitution, fi nancial accumulation becomes a metaphorical proxy for 
narcissistic delirium. He learns to revere his tyrannical employer, until he in fact 
“looked upon him at that time as about all a man could wish to be” (121); indeed, 
he becomes startlingly like the fanatical white master who desires the extinction 
of the unruly racial element—that is, of himself.

The fullness of identity and self- worth that the protagonist has been striving 
for is at bottom a problem of social mathematics; only by mastering the equa-
tions that relegate him to a position of denigration can he maneuver his way 
into a position of wholeness and integrity. So he sets to work on the calculations. 
In his repeated expressions of revulsion for the “desperate,” violent, resentful 
black underclass, his prose is cluttered with numerical references to their “pro-
portion,” “numbers,” “increase” and “moral deduction”—until fi nally, he calls 
for “decreasing their number by shooting and burning them off” (76–77). The 
precise, mathematical nature of his disgust implies a suppressed awareness of his 
own quantifi cation and depreciation, himself as part of the categorical “poverty 
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and ignorance” that immure blacks. The association is made deeper through the 
 shame- inducing lynching he witnesses in the South, wherein the victim uncan-
nily substitutes for the narrator: he had recently watched a rich white patroness 
murdered in (and, in part, because of) his presence. The idea of “shooting” or 
“burning” the black insurgent resonates chillingly in both the lynching and the 
murder of the white patroness; his mathematical measures of extinction and de-
crease have effectively been turned on himself in this narrative displacement, and 
his only method of salvation comes perversely through obliterating his perilous 
racial heritage.

Such constraints and prejudices work against his half- hearted, closing regret 
that he has “sold [his] birthright for a mess of pottage” (121). Can there be latent 
empowerment in the notion that the authority to “sell” his black heritage makes 
him the owner and master of himself? Dussere suggests something similar when 
he fi nds Toni Morrison revising the language of accounting, and its attachment to 
economic slavery, to herald instead the promise of black self- ownership (125–27). 
Jim’s fantasy of purchasing his family and himself echoes poignantly here as well. 
But the messages throughout Johnson’s novel, and the stunning lack of choices in 
the postplantation psychological economy, indicate that this is far from an eman-
cipatory feat. The ex- coloured man accomplishes what many white masters did 
by achieving the social death—to borrow Orlando Patterson’s term—of his own 
black self. As Walter Johnson recounts, slaves would often mutilate their bodies 
or kill themselves in order to destroy their market value (33–34); in a sense, the 
ex- coloured man commits nothing less than psychological suicide specifi cally to 
increase his “market value” as a white man. Thus, he also distinctly embodies the 
role of slavedealer and “sells” himself all over again for profi t, albeit passive (he 
simply lets himself be “taken” as white) and diminished (“a mess of pottage”).22 
A small plate of food, bare subsistence—he is not worth much even to himself.

No matter how rich he becomes or how beautiful the ethereally beautiful 
white woman he marries, the erotics of acquisition and racial extinction leave 
him fundamentally at a loss, as when he returns to Connecticut a newly baptized 
white man and fi nds himself “completely lost,” a virtual “stranger” to all he 
has been conditioned to know (192). Yet he is white, and to claim this is indeed 
“an economic necessity” (154), though the stringent politics of this vertiginous 
fate leave him bereft of an uncontaminated sense of self. What he “is” is always 
already overdetermined by racial forces and economic need. Johnson’s narrator 
defensively casts his ultimate choice as “natural”: why shouldn’t a black man 
“give to his children every advantage he can which complexion of the skin carries 
[just as] the new or vulgar rich should purchase for their children the advantages 
which ancestry, aristocracy, and social position carry” (155)? Put this way, no 
reader can disagree with his fatherly sacrifi ce. But the sacrifi ce is considerable: 
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in a clear critique of southern social politics and their expansive, proliferating 
effects, Johnson’s narrator nonetheless tries to buy his way into a corrupt system 
and ideology that will win him and his children great material advantages but will 
leave his soul ultimately empty, meager, unsatisfi ed—a mess of pottage indeed.

Gold- Tooth Smiles and Candy Kisses

It is signifi cant that so many of these tales begin and end on the bare facts and 
images of hunger and the symbology of sustenance. In this fi nal section I want to 
return to a few of these mouths left open in anticipation. Some, like Wright’s pro-
tagonist at the close of “The Man Who Lived Underground,” have their expiring 
mouths fi lled with bitter, foul sewer water, the waste of the white world above; 
others, like Johnson’s ex- coloured man, grow fat off the pottage of this otherworld 
but fi nd it an awful exchange: a pulpy mush for what should be a fulfi lling life. 
The hole drilled through the gold piece hung around the ex- coloured man’s neck 
signifi es not just the coin’s importance but also its uselessness—it is no longer 
currency but an object of extravagant display and a psychological sedative. In 
Attaway’s Blood on the Forge and Zora Neale Hurston’s “The Gilded Six- Bits,” 
more gold appears—in the form of gold teeth—as symbols of the material pros-
perity associated with the white world, coveted by African American southerners 
particularly during the Great Depression and located strategically and defi antly 
in the very orifi ce of hunger and consumption. But as imports from the world of 
white exploitation and foreclosure, these gold teeth in the mouths of their hungry 
wearers and admirers bring more suffering and the mere illusion of satiety.

In the opening scenes of Attaway’s novel, the ambient presence of hunger 
among the Moss family is mocked by Chinatown Moss’s extravagant gold tooth: 
“His back was fl attened against a tin  patent- medicine sign that covered the chinks 
in the cabin. Because the tin held the heat of the last sun he rubbed his back up 
and down and grinned. His gold tooth fl ashed. There had never been anything 
wrong with his teeth; he had just had a front one pulled to make room for the 
gold” (2). The juxtaposition of China’s gold tooth and the tin  patent- medicine 
sign is striking: both cover up gaps or “chinks” in these places of domicile—cabin 
and body, respectively. The word chink can signify both a crevice and a derogatory 
word for a Chinaman, the latter being in current usage as early as 1901.23 While 
there is no overt discussion of Chinatown’s parentage, his name and his “slant 
eyes” make it clear that his father was probably an Asian immigrant; the latent 
notion of hybridity, coupled with his more obvious plight as an African American 
sharecropper, creates fi ssures in Chinatown’s being like the cracks in the family’s 
fl imsy cabin. While a consumer advertisement for medicine suggestively patches 
and “cures” the building’s structural ills, Chinatown inserts another commercial 
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object into his own mouth as a palliative. His original teeth are functional, we 
learn, leaving China to actually mutilate his own body in an effort to display and 
remedy what he feels is psychologically missing: “‘When I jest little Chinatown,’ 
he muses, ‘I seen the way things is an’ I know I got to have somethin’ to make me 
feel like I somebody. So all the time I dream ’bout a gold tooth, shinin’ and makin’ 
everybody look when Chinatown smile. . . . And I jest got to have that tooth. 
Without it I ain’t nobody’” (40–41). Even at the end of the novel, when he’s been 
mutilated into blindness, “lost” without the “outward symbols” he lives by, he 
still broods nervously “‘Got to keep that tooth. . . . I ain’t nothin’ if I loses it’” 
(162). Melody has to distract him from the obvious, disabling fact that he can no 
longer stare at it in the mirror: “‘I got to see my tooth. Only it’s too dark. What 
good a good tooth in the dark?’” (164). The vanity of the tooth is what sustains 
him, making his blindness in the end a calculated death sentence: having given 
over his identity to the symbol of gold, Chinatown really does become “nobody” 
without it.

A mouthful of gold teeth also plays a central role in Zora Neale Hurston’s 
highly regarded yet  little- discussed 1933 story “The Gilded Six- Bits,” a tale of 
young newlyweds Missie May and Joe, whose blissful marriage is interrupted by 
the arrival in their small Negro settlement town of a rich (also black) stranger, 
Otis D. Slemmons, a “‘heavy- set man wid his mouth full of gold teethes’” and 
what Joe describes as “‘de fi nest clothes Ah ever seen on a colored man’s back’” 
(89). Joe is envious of Slemmons’s trappings of fi nery that “‘make ’m look lak a 
rich white man. . . . He’s got a fi ve- dollar gold piece for a  stick- pin and he got 
a ten- dollar gold piece on his watch chain and his mouf is jes’ crammed full of 
gold teethes. Sho wisht it wuz mine. And what make it so cool, he got money 
’cumulated. And womens give it all to ’im’” (89–90). When Missie sees how 
much Joe desires these adornments for himself, she resolves to “fi nd some” for 
him; Joe is tickled by her naïveté, but she insists “‘You don’t know whut been 
lost ’round heah. Maybe somebody way back in memorial times lost they gold 
money and went on off and it ain’t never been found. And if we wuz to fi nd it, you 
could wear some ’thout havin’ no gang of womens lak Slemmons got’” (91). What 
seems like fanciful play is in fact a serious articulation of loss and desire; Missie’s 
sincere longing to give Joe the riches he desires—to look “lak a rich white man” 
too—compels her to violate their marriage by sleeping with Slemmons. She is 
devastated when Joe catches them in the act, and defends herself by claiming “‘he 
said he wuz gointer give me dat gold money and he jes’ kept on after me—’” (94). 
Her excuse is believable precisely because her love for Joe and her desire to please 
him are cast so intensely and innocently, and her despair over her transgression 
so profound. The coveted gold coin that Joe tore from Slemmons in his moment 
of escape taunts her, “like a monster hiding in the pocket of [Joe’s] pockets to 
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destroy her” (95). It nearly destroys her marriage, the only thing that brings her 
a sense of inherent value and agency: “No need to die today,” she thinks at one 
low moment: “Joe needed her for a few more minutes anyhow” (94).

But the marriage triumphs when Missie May gives birth to a son, the spitting 
image of Joe. And it turns out that Slemmons’s fl ashy gold pieces are nothing but 
gilded coins, a quarter on his  stick- pin and a half- dollar for the watch charm Joe 
nabs. The revelation further debunks Slemmons and cheapens Missie’s prostitu-
tion in the name of love. On the one hand, Hurston seems determined to expose 
the dangers of white commercial culture, which tantalizes the deprived African 
American community into cheating, stealing, and lying in order to buy into its 
trappings; in this way, her vision is not far from Wright’s, Attaway’s, or Johnson’s 
dismal depictions of moral compromise and suicidal despair when faced with 
the politics of racial impoverishment and the staggering obstacles to economic 
mobility. Many critics fi nd optimism in Hurston’s story, though; in the introduc-
tion to Hurston’s Complete Stories, Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Sieglinde Lemke 
declare that the story “teaches us the importance of an emotional attachment over 
material wealth” by featuring a “love that seems to be stronger than money” and 
that ultimately proves able to be “retrieved and reactivated” (xix). Gayl Jones, 
John Lowe, and Valerie Boyd all read the story’s ending ultimately as happy, 
hopeful, even (as Boyd avers) “delightful.” Joe is the only gold Missie May needs, 
it would seem, and vice versa.

It would be lovely to end with such a triumphant counter to the collection 
of doomed strivers we have seen in this chapter; but I believe Hurston’s story is 
much darker than Gates and Lemke allow, darker even than much of what we’ve 
seen elsewhere in this chapter because it introduces the category of gender and 
the compounded plight of being both black and female. For one thing, May and 
Joe’s love is not a sacred thing apart from the corrupting infl uence of gold and 
chicanery, but is rather part and parcel of it: the story both opens and ends with 
the supposedly playful and touching ritual of Joe “throwing silver dollars in the 
door for her to pick up and pile beside her plate at dinner” (87), the proxim-
ity of coins to food—much like the gold teeth—making matters of subsistence 
patently material. Every Saturday, the coins hit the threshold “Nine times” and 
May calls out in “mock alarm”: “‘Who dat chunkin’ money in mah do’way?’” 
(87). This charade is followed by play wrestling, which culminates in Missie May 
fi nding all the things he’s bought and hidden in his pockets “for her to fi nd” (88). 
Her innocent desire to simply “fi nd” money on the road, then, is not very far-
 fetched; and her “fi nding” objects on Joe’s body is tacitly equated with “fi nding” 
gold pieces by having sex with Slemmons. In this way, her mock questioning of 
“who” might be chunking money at her door is disturbingly suggestive; love 
in this world is ultimately a kind of prostitution, a cooptation of emotion by 
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the more pressing and visceral demands of money and food. There is a reason, 
Hurston seems to suggest, why the coins get piled up next to her dinner plate 
and not the nightstand.

If the relationship between Missie May and Joe is supposed to signify a ro-
mantic refuge apart from the tawdry world of capitalism that makes them grasp 
and hunger and prostitute themselves, such a haven does not bode particularly 
well for women. Without either Slemmons’s gold or Joe’s love, Missie May is ab-
solutely bereft and suicidal; she has no identity apart from these men or the prox-
ies of value they harbor. When Joe fi nally feels compelled to resurrect the ritual at 
the end of the story, we should be chilled to the bone: he tosses his coins through 
the doorway as small symbols of his returning affection for her. In order to so-
lidify the “reactivation” of their love, moreover, he uses Slemmons’s counterfeit 
“gold” half dollar to buy Missie May the candy kisses he always used to bring her. 
The exchange is clearly meant to be symbolic: he trades in the cheap commercial 
illusion for the true, enduring love he has at home, in the symbolic form of “good 
ole lasses kisses” for his wife (98). Joe returns home with the candy and fi fteen 
coins to chunk through the doorway, to which Missie May eagerly responds in 
her usual way. But Hurston obviously means for the blissful return of domestic 
harmony to be a sweet illusion; when the white store clerk comments upon Joe’s 
exit “‘Wisht I could be like these darkies. Laughin’ all the time. Nothin’ worries 
’em’” (98), we recognize the deep irony in his bitter judgment, the dark subtext 
of pain beneath Joe’s mirth. And surely we are to see that Slemmons’s counterfeit 
gold is what buys back the couple’s love, a relationship founded from the start on 
chunking coins and consumption.

But most troubling of all is the suggestion that this offering constitutes an 
even exchange and a restoration of the status quo: Slemmons’s gold, Missie 
May’s prostitution, and the price tag attached to love are constants in their world. 
Theirs is not a world fancifully removed from material concerns or, as Gates and 
Lemke assert, from the white man’s control (xvii). Indeed, the opening lines of 
the story set them powerfully within an economy of regulation and segregation 
that no quotient of romantic love can subvert or escape: “It was a Negro yard 
around a Negro house in a Negro settlement that looked to the payroll of the G. 
and G. Fertilizer works for its support” (86). As Hildegard Hoeller asserts, “it 
is a dependent community artifi cially fertilized by white capital” (767). Though 
the houses in this settlement are neat, tidy, and seemingly full of joy, this gilded 
sheen—like Slemmons’s gilded coins, or the blacks’ mask of laughter—conceals 
the racial and economic politics of the world that hampers them at every turn.

As a woman, Missie May’s implication in this economy of dependence and 
subjection is more vexed even than Joe’s. While Joe obviously feels betrayed by 
his wife’s infi delity, her alienation from any guiding sense of self- worth, morality, 
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and personal integrity is clearly the story’s greatest tragedy. The wrong she com-
mits is the ineluctable result of her conditioning within an order that designates 
her the payee, the prostitute, whose sustenance and happiness both are depen-
dent on the coins stacked next to her dinner plate. In this order, “she didn’t 
deserve a thing” and Joe deserves everything (95). This spiritual emptying seems 
exactly the motivation for her adultery: Slemmons manipulates her into think-
ing she might actually be getting something nice for Joe in the bargain. The 
role of women in these ruthless scrambles for accumulation and self- possession 
is a marginal one; as we will see in chapter 3, southern women generally func-
tion as mere domestic commodities whose worth enhances and enriches the men 
to whom they belong. Clearly, the experiences of African American and white 
women cannot be equated; but at its simplest, for black and white southerners 
alike, “woman” is quite literally a quantifi able, calculable fi gure to be factored 
into a domestic, erotic, and aggressively masculine economy.

This stratifi cation becomes clear when Joe and Slemmons converge in an early 
(preadultery) textual moment: Slemmons introduces a new mathematics of fe-
male appraisal, a dehumanizing calculation that Joe eagerly endorses:

On the way home that night Joe was exultant. “Didn’t Ah say ole Otis was swell? . . . 

Wuzn’t dat funny whut he said when great big fat ole Ida Armstrong come in? He asted 

me, ‘Who is dat broad wid de forte shake?’ Dat’s a new word. Us always thought forty 

was a set of fi ggers but he showed us where it means a whole heap of things. Sometimes 

he don’t say forty, he jes’ say  thirty- eight and two and dat mean de same thing. Know 

whut he tole me when Ah wuz payin’ for our ice cream? He say, ‘Ah have to hand it to 

you, Joe. That wife of yours is jes’  thirty- eight and two. Yessuh, she’s forte!’ Ain’t he 

killin’?” (91)

Yet Joe’s throwaway remark reveals a sober truth about the effects of not just 
a racist but a sexist economy based on desire and exploitation: it affects the spiri-
tual “killin’ ” of those calculated, measured, and owned by men—white and black 
alike—desperate to master and own anything at all.



It? She. Her. Woman. Not a category, not a sex, not one of two sexes, a 
human female creature, but an infi nity.  = ∞.
walker percy, LANCELOT

In As I Lay Dying, Faulkner’s polyvocal narrative of the death and 
burial of the poor white matriarch Addie Bundren, Addie rumi-
nates on the measures of her domestic sacrifi ces: “The shape of my 
body where I used to be a virgin is in the shape of a    . . . . It 
was not that I could think of myself as no longer unvirgin, because I 
was three now. . . . I gave Anse the children. . . . That was my duty 
to him, and that duty I fulfi lled. I would be I” (165–66).

The most illustrative moment in this passage, and perhaps in all 
of Addie’s narrative, is the long, purposefully blank textual space 
to signify the shape and substance of her virgin body. The implica-
tion seems to be that purity, while culturally mandated, renders 
the southern woman an empty vessel; having not yet produced 
anything of social value, her body is of no discernible worth and is 
essentially invisible. She is simply nothing, a zero represented here 
as a textual absence. But in the years following her marriage, Addie 
becomes “I” in fl at mathematical terms: the expectation of bear-
ing children accomplished, she is no longer zero but “three now.” 
Reproduction is her “duty” to her husband, but it is also fi gured as 
an inescapable obligation to herself: if her identity can be realized 
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and made visible only by “giving” Anse children and perpetuating the family 
line, then she has no choice but to keep on giving.

Faulkner transmutes into a metaphor of domestic economy the profound 
spiritual sacrifi ce of the southern woman who must be zero, and who then must 
give away still more of her body in order to create and preserve an idyll of familial 
harmony. What happens, then, when the new woman of the twentieth century’s 
apparently New South deigns to harness her own inclinations instead? Addie 
does makes a clear separation between “duty” and desire by engaging in an ex-
tramarital liaison that produces Jewel, a quantity she then labors to balance math-
ematically out of existence by the production of additional, legitimate children. 
By naming the boy after a gem, Addie indicates none too subtly that he repre-
sents something precious and beyond both the dollar economy and domestic duty 
evoked by his legitimate brother “Cash.” In Faulkner’s vision of earthy feminine 
desire and its brief, erotic triumph over conjugal duty, certainly, following one’s 
heart’s desire is more romantically compelling than grudgingly fulfi lling social 
and domestic obligation. But we simply cannot forget that Addie, remote as she 
is from the elite realm of belles and bloodlines, is nevertheless purposefully, em-
phatically, and necessarily nothing, akin to a proper virgin waiting to be married, 
and that she “would be I” only by giving herself and her virginity away to her 
husband, and, further, that she can be “three” only by giving away even more in 
the form of babies.1 If the children represent quotients of value refl ective of par-
ticipation in a cash economy, precious alternative desire yields results no better 
than the textual blank space—in Addie’s case, death.

As Zora Neale Hurston’s critique of romantic love in “The Gilded Six- Bits” 
makes clear, a woman’s gold is her ability to win, please, and fulfi ll a man; without 
his presence and aid, both economic and emotional, she is virtually nothing, a 
useless waste on her way to death. This assessment is perhaps reminiscent of ex-
treme, reactionary feminist critiques of male patriarchy; but such intensity char-
acterizes the psychological calculations of self- worth and integrity in southern 
women’s writing in the fi rst half of the twentieth century—particularly in works 
by women who are considered, and who often considered themselves to be, early 
feminists. While this period witnessed unprecedented social and economic pro-
gress not just for the region but for its women, it is curious that the priorities of 
domestic sacrifi ce and subjection return with such haunting force at precisely this 
point. As do the African American southerners yearning to manufacture social 
and economic autonomy in a barely postslavery world, these women fi nd them-
selves stymied in their attempts to locate value and satisfaction apart from the 
husbands, fathers, and lovers who complete their identities. Indeed, a haunting 
discourse of narcissistic self- evaluation and mathematical diminishment fatally 
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undoes even the most openly progressive female writers of the period—Frances 
Newman, Anita Loos, and Katherine Anne Porter.2 In narratives that intend to be 
alternately subversive, shocking, comic, and sensitive to the plight of the south-
ern woman struggling for self- determination, these authors are fi nally unable to 
exorcise the priorities of white planter capitalism that leave them to quantify and 
measure themselves and their bodies into the shapes of someone else’s desire, 
complicated by the new demands and promises of the early  twentieth- century 
market economy.

What is surprising about attitudes like the ones in this chapter is their appear-
ance during the heyday of women’s liberation, suffragism, increased participa-
tion in the work force, and seemingly relaxed morals ushered in by the twentieth 
century, World War I, and the Jazz Age. My look at a few of these southern femi-
nists begins at a revealing moment in the late 1920s and 1930s, which for women 
represented a critical collision of social optimism and economic despair. Indeed, 
as Christina Simmons reports,

The years 1900 to 1930 were a period of dramatic and self- conscious cultural, political, 

and intellectual change in the United States, the beginning of a shift from a Victorian 

to a modern mentality in which feminism and female public roles, the emergence of a 

sexological science and modern psychology, and the effects of an ethnically diverse ur-

ban culture conjoined to undermine Victorian marriage and sex codes. This change oc-

curred especially among sophisticated and educated urbanites, artists, and intellectuals 

and most publicly and intensively in major cities like New York and Chicago (171).

Newman, Loos, and Porter are indeed sophisticated intellectuals who create pro-
tagonists of the same ilk (albeit, in Loos’s case, craftily disguised as the oppo-
site) transported to urban locales like Atlanta, Philadelphia, and New York and 
abroad to London, Paris, Venice, and beyond; Loos and Newman both feature 
slyly ironic references to Freudian psychology (Freud himself makes a cameo ap-
pearance in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes); and all attempt without success to subvert 
the traditional, cloistering narratives of marriage and sex.

Few critics acknowledge just how deeply such ingrained cultural expectations 
saturate southern women’s prose well into the twentieth century. Not surprisingly 
or without merit, the overwhelming tendency is to read southern women writers 
by default as feminists; daring to write at all, and often detaching themselves su-
perfi cially from supporting segregation, patriarchy, aristocracy, or oppressive re-
ligious structures, certainly these women intend to embrace progressive reforms 
and liberal ideals as a way to look ahead, as Will Brantley contends (7–8), when so 
many of their male compatriots were still peering longingly into the past.3 This is 
not to deny that true feminist energies existed either above or below the Mason-
 Dixon Line; surely, as Brantley notes, many of these new women “did openly 
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denounce the glaring constraints placed upon women, racial minorities, and 
political dissidents, as well as the constraints that white men have placed upon 
themselves” (35–36); moreover, refi ned women offended by the “vulgarity, ve-
nality, and  power- grabbing arrogance” of the infamous Louisiana governor Huey 
Long banded together to form the Independent Women’s Organization (iwo) 
that “worked successfully to oust the Long regime from the governor’s mansion” 
in 1940 and replaced him in 1946 with the progressive Chep Morrison (Turner 
360–61). But such coups were rare and limited in their effectiveness and vision; 
the iwo, for instance, resisted desegregation and enjoyed political opportunity 
and activism because of their privileged economic backgrounds that fi nancially 
supported such efforts. By and large, women in the South faced numerous and 
ponderable obstacles in the path to actualization, including economic and social 
prohibitions, intimidation at the polling places, and often outright squelching of 
their efforts by white male authority, as happened when control of the League 
of Women Voters in New Orleans was usurped by “a group devoted to the Old 
Regulars” (Turner 360).

My argument that this phenomenon has a particularly southern character 
may on the surface seem arbitrary. On the one hand, there is something pervasive 
and western about these female struggles; as Slavoj Ž iž ek paraphrases Lacan: 
“Precisely when I seem to express my authentic innermost longing, ‘what I want’ 
has already been imposed on me by the patriarchal order that tells me what to 
desire, so the fi rst condition of my liberation is that I break the vicious cycle of 
my alienated desire and learn to formulate my desire in an autonomous way” 
(How to Read Lacan 39).4 The southern context merely compounds this plight by 
burdening the woman with her role as symbol and mirror in a fetishized economy 
resistant to market capitalism. What was distinctive about southern women in the 
nineteenth century according to Anne Goodwyn Jones was their centrality to 
the “region’s self- defi nition; the identity of the South is contingent in part upon the 
persistence of its tradition of the lady” (4); even more dramatically in the twen-
tieth century, it seems, the southern woman is hinged irretrievably to the re-
gion’s deepest impoverishment and greatest hopes. Often, the writers themselves 
make reference to plantation economies amid meditations on their own modern 
crises, though these analogues are markedly distinct from early feminists’ du-
bious cooptation of the slave experience.5 Instead, the plantation trope seems 
a reminder that the southern woman has yet to escape the pillared vestiges of 
the South’s storied past. As Jones fi nds, “the idea of southern womanhood 
. . . stretches across time in the southern mind with fewer variations than one 
might think” (17) and tends to accelerate defensively during periods of intense 
economic and social fl ux. Patricia Yaeger’s investigation of “gargantuan,” gro-
tesque, and dirt- eating women is original and constructive precisely because it 
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refuses any longer to pay attention to the fragile, petite, bellelike southern arche-
types.6 Yet these exemplars persist, and they often continue to have a disastrous 
effect on the women conditioned to conform to their expectations and measure-
ments. As A. G. Jones notes at the start of Tomorrow Is Another Day, even in 
1920 the image of the ideal southern woman was still associated fundamentally 
with, in Lucian Lamar Knight’s words, “the Confederate woman, in her silent 
infl uence, in her eternal vigil. . . . Her gentle spirit is the priceless heritage of her 
daughters” (qtd. in A. G. Jones 4). As striking as the belle’s “gentle” and “silent” 
power is the “priceless” quality of that character—neither the “heritage” nor 
the tradition she represents is quantifi able in a crass market economy. No longer 
able to recognize themselves in such images, modern southern women respond 
by extending radical critiques, moving away from the South, or by rejecting these 
cultural norms altogether (22).7

Yet this chapter wonders: what about the women who resolve to subvert the 
prototype but then lose rather than win a restored sense of self? Indeed, the New 
South and the myth of the New Woman offer the hope of escaping the pressures 
of upholding an entire social order with purity, grace, and silence. Yet these alter-
natives yield disturbing repetitions and fetishes for the priorities of old: in perva-
sive tropes of narcissistic desire, economic necessity, and mathematical precision, 
we fi nd women again evacuated of desire, selfhood, and substance. Caught in a 
ruthless new economy of acquisition and self- preservation, these women turn 
to ingrained southern paradigms dictating that beauty and charm are their best 
chances for marital and material success.8 In place of the feminist triumph most 
critics are eager to fi nd in women’s writing from this period, there are troubling 
signs that these women have merely adopted white male imperatives and mea-
sures in the search for their own value, and that in many cases a male (husband 
or lover)’s desires and methods subsume her own. Southern women and wives, 
seemingly regardless of social origins, fi nd themselves belatedly implicated in an 
order that subordinates desire and agency to the quantifi able worth of social re-
lationships. To have it all, the equation goes, women need to abdicate everything 
of themselves. In short, the continued emphasis on women’s capitulation to male 
demands—the compulsion to “give” all of one’s self in order to receive person-
hood in return—thinly veils a continued attachment to the social and economic 
order that cemented such priorities. In many cases, money per se functions as a 
fetish or proxy for personal worth, translating textually into the adding up, valu-
ing, and mathematical measuring of body and soul.

Yet fi nancial survival is not a metaphor or an abstraction so much as it is, fi rst 
and foremost, a literal preoccupation. Many women, such as Katherine Anne 
Porter’s industrious protagonists, do struggle in the workplace to support them-
selves and to establish autonomy. Susan Hegeman notes that sex and wifely duty 
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become increasingly fi gured as the woman’s occupation, “work that is not really 
work” but nonetheless serves a vital social function (546); whether or not the 
woman gets “paid” for her service seems a point of near obsession for women like 
Lorelei Lee in Anita Loos’s comic Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, which I examine in 
greater detail later in this chapter. Like the men of the period and region, south-
ern ladies now participate in a feminine version of a Horatio Alger, American 
capitalist success narrative: in this iteration, “work” and “money” become fe-
tishes for female sexuality and domestic value, and numbers and fi gures morph 
into the language by which these women measure the size and worth of their bod-
ies and souls. The southern woman of privileged birth was a domestic commodity 
whose value on the marriage market depended on maintaining a proper, carefully 
constructed appearance and demeanor refl ective of her polished pedigree. This 
“value” was not necessarily exchangeable or profi table for the woman herself but 
was intended to enrich her potential husband and family; accordingly, efforts to 
assert autonomy and exercise personal, nonproductive desire were fraught with 
danger. Even the subversive “femme fatale” archetype, which Betina Entzminger 
explores and which I suggest is embodied in Loos’s Lorelei Lee, shares many 
traits with the southern belle: that is, both are “trained from childhood in the arts 
of allure for the sole purpose of capturing the suitable husbands on which their 
futures depended. . . . And both, though at fi rst glance they appear to give power 
to the woman, end by silencing her” (11). The  middle- class upstart faces expec-
tations of a different sort, but even more grittily than does the belle, she fi nds 
herself and her survival dependent on an auspicious marriage. Unable to use her 
newfound independence or industry to purchase autonomy or even identity, she, 
too, is bound by a sexual economy that demands her subjection and subordina-
tion to male desires and amplifi cation.9

Such determinism necessarily changes the way we read women’s defi ant writ-
ing from this period. Within just a year of each other, Frances Newman and Anita 
Loos published groundbreaking novels about New Southern Women who rebel 
against the social and sexual codes of 1920s American society. In Gentlemen Prefer 
Blondes Loos fashions the savvy gold digger Lorelei Lee as an ironic subversion 
of the “dumb blonde” archetype, while Newman’s brunette heroine Katharine 
Faraday in The Hard- Boiled Virgin elects intellectual capital and sexual emanci-
pation over the expectation of marriage. Critics have read these novels as feminist 
triumphs in which Lorelei and Katharine manipulate and negotiate their way to 
personal enrichment both literal and fi gurative. Yet such readings have troubling 
implications for our overestimations of not just the mythologized “New Woman” 
but the “New South” as well. In 1928 Loos and Newman both published new, 
darker novels—But Gentlemen Marry Brunettes and Dead Lovers Are Faithful 
Lovers, respectively—featuring adultery, domestic battery, and hints of bulimia. 
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Together, Loos and Newman’s four major novels envision the New Woman as a 
sexual object in a consumer society colliding with the New South’s concurrent 
attempts to both enjoy and repudiate the consuming world of market capital-
ism and its promise of material and personal satisfaction. Striving to be intel-
lectual, emancipated, and successful, these new southern women instead signify 
their authors’ deepest anxieties about the hopelessly diminishing returns of the 
middlebrow, hard- boiled brunette—and of the South’s darkest future. Just a de-
cade later, Katherine Anne Porter shows us women still navigating the dangerous 
waters of self- possession and domestic sacrifi ce and, no matter which option they 
choose, fi nding themselves part of a class, gender, and region apparently doomed 
to be emotionally and economically bereft.

Belles’ Letters, Numbers, and Figures

Atlanta librarian and author Frances Newman compensated for her lack of good 
looks by becoming bookish and analytical, decidedly not virtues for an aspiring 
southern socialite; but she simply was “an unattractive child, and she knew it. 
Only too often had she stood before her mother’s mirror and compared the image 
of the pallid girl with stringy black hair and stringy  black- stockinged legs with 
the visions of grace and beauty which were her three older sisters. . . . So, with 
remarkable intelligence, she decided that her only alternative was to cultivate 
her cleverness” (Baugh in Letters 3).10 She worked as a librarian at several col-
leges, serving longest at Georgia Tech in Atlanta, but she viewed this occupation 
mainly as a means to support her primary career as a prolifi c writer; in her life-
time, she published “corrosive” literary critical essays (Cabell in Letters v), trans-
lated stories from fi ve languages for The Short Story’s Mutations, and published 
two novels, The Hard- Boiled Virgin and Dead Lovers Are Faithful Lovers. A third 
novel, The Gold Fish Bowl, never appeared in print in her lifetime but in 1985 
was edited as a dissertation by Margaret M. Duggan. Nearly everyone who knew 
Newman or has written about her comments on her indomitable good humor, 
her wit and vibrancy, her sharp and fearless criticism, and her staunch indepen-
dence.11 As Barbara Anne Wade reports in her literary biography of Newman, 
accounts of Newman and her own letters “reveal a vibrant, independent woman 
who simultaneously defi ed and was infl uenced by the traditional southern society 
she satirized in her writing” (1). Wade remarks on the tremendous “courage” 
needed to defect from Atlanta’s high society and “choose to be self- supporting, 
when that meant accepting a degree of economic hardship, and to write novels 
with allusions to such taboo topics as menstruation, sexual arousal, and syphilis 
. . . she sent that city ‘almost in convulsions’ [as she put it in her letters] with her 
fi rst published novel” (1). Her sharp critique of southern expectations pervades 
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her work, but her writing is not satirical, and her portraits of fatally self- absorbed, 
unloved ladies are neither witty nor humorous. Instead, underneath Newman’s 
almost pathologically turgid, complex, and tortured prose is a raw, aching, almost 
unbearable sense of divestment and loss. These traces suggest that she never 
fully exorcises the hold of aristocratic society’s pleasures and demands or of the 
straitening and self- effacing role that a woman must occupy in order to receive 
her diluted profi ts of love, marriage, and status.

Newman’s fi rst novel, The Hard- Boiled Virgin, is not a feminist triumph but 
a gorgeously rendered tragedy. Torn between society’s demands and her own 
ambitions, Newman’s protagonist Katharine Faraday is a creature transparently 
like Newman: smart, bookish, analytical, yet deeply sensitive, lustful, and narcis-
sistic. Katharine’s self- fi xation develops not because she is particularly attractive 
but rather because she is, like Newman herself, the dark and unattractive duck-
ling in a family of culturally desirable  golden- haired belles. Newman creates for 
Katharine a similar path of alternative gratifi cation: she chooses books and brains 
over beauty. Unlike Newman, though, Katharine fi nds it much more difficult to 
abandon her compulsive quest for good looks and a well- born husband. Katharine 
thus struggles to cultivate something attractive from her dark- haired, serious, 
ambitious traits; accordingly, her manipulations of her image strive to satisfy 
society’s demands and templates. Frequently she labors in front of the mirror to 
achieve a look “like the Degas drawing she had seen the day before” (96), sug-
gesting that women’s attempts to style their images are akin to the creation of an 
artistic masterpiece, preferably one that carries as much  drawing- room cachet 
as a piece by Degas. The choice of artists, as the well- read Newman would have 
known, is further evocative of the preferences in Degas’s and Katharine’s world: 
the son of a wealthy banker and a “haughty” aristocrat, Degas was best known 
for his portraits of ballerinas and racehorses—a combination of elements and 
predilections with a clear affinity to southern culture and recreation. This con-
nection is deepened by Degas’s own southern connection: relatives ran a cotton 
plantation in Louisiana after the Civil War, which Degas visited in 1872 and was 
inspired to render in the painting Cotton Exchange at New Orleans the following 
year (Pioch). But Newman seems not to emphasize a provincial or stereotypical 
South as much as its connections to broader, cosmopolitan tastes and priorities. 
Katharine’s models of beauty derive from an expansive, international, neoar-
istocratic world of ideals, perceptions, leisure, and imaginative representations 
cultivated by southern high society.

Within such a world, Katharine’s beauty rituals aspire to meet the standards 
and desires of the men who might make suitable husbands who would admire 
her visage. After a romantic encounter with a suitor, she tries to apprehend her-
self through the eyes of her  would- be lover: she “was not interested in anything 
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except getting a better light on the mirror in which she was looking at the colour 
of the face Edward Cabot had just seen” (146). Behind Newman’s characteristi-
cally oblique prose, she suggests that Katharine is anxious but nonetheless clear 
in her purpose: she wants to recognize herself not from her own perspective but 
only through the imagined light, angle, and position of the person whose opinion 
matters most: her potential husband.12 In such moments, Katharine’s narcissism 
is marked, but it alienates rather than unites her with her own desires: rather than 
appreciating herself from the  fi rst- person perspective, she imagines only the per-
spective of the powerful male benefactor who, if she is successful, will ratify her 
beauty and worth in the prize of marriage. That Cabot is only one of many suitors 
in the novel dramatizes the discomposing effect of trying to please multiple lovers 
with potentially disparate preferences.

Such moments give way to an odd, nervous fi xation in her prose: a seem-
ingly uncontrollable tendency to quantify and enumerate things. This novel 
in particular is replete with references to mathematical calculations of the self, 
as if Katharine is anxiously measuring the female body’s size, substance, and 
value on its own terms, partly in hopeful defi ance and partly in capitulation to 
 already- cemented expectations. Newman’s prose is distractingly full of refer-
ences to geometry, numerals, and quantities.13 Further, Katharine’s world is one 
of unerring mathematical precision: hats are to be worn at “the correct angle” 
(25); lineage is clear, direct, and evidentiary; she periodically seeks realignment 
and order by reading nothing but a “geometry” text (84); and both in and out of 
school, she engages in “mental arithmetic,” “working out her problems in princi-
pal and interest, according to a rule she did not understand” (20, 25). In a virtual 
balance sheet of emotions, Katharine scrupulously fi gures her “problems” as ac-
counting dilemmas to be worked out in a ledgerbook, even as she admits patheti-
cally that she does not “understand” the rules of the calculations. Her soaring 
romantic and independent instincts at fi rst seem like urges to rebel against the 
lines that delimit her, even at a young age: that is, in the schoolyard—an impor-
tant scene of pedagogical indoctrination—she takes one glance at the “line of 
submissive children” and boldly decides to walk away from it (19).14 But she does 
not get far. She has, it seems, already internalized the lines of that order, map-
ping them onto her body—itself another thing to be controlled and stylized for 
her matrimonial ambitions, as when she gazes down at the “delicate brown line” 
of her abdomen in the bathtub (36). In the service of fulfi lling her expectations 
as a reluctant belle on the marriage market, Katharine quantifi es and objectifi es 
nearly everything she does and imagines: “one hygienic hour,” a “fourth spoonful 
of charlotte russe,” “nine” readings of a love letter (86, italics added)—the ex-
amples are simply countless.

Whether or not they are able to resist such codes and rules, much less 
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understand them, women like Katharine discover that achieving feminine per-
fection and domestic success are not personal victories but social manipulations. 
Being part of an order poised reluctantly on the brink of national depression and 
already damaged by regional decline and subjugation, Katharine and her mar-
riage quest are inextricable from the expectation that she embody the enduring, 
antimaterial value of southern culture and tradition—values that, as both the 
text and material culture reveal, are inseparable from the capitalist world they 
have always already exemplifi ed. In Katharine’s orbit, money becomes a vexed 
fetish for her unfulfi lled sexual promise, the empty spaces in her self- appraisal 
that she hopes will be fi lled by a prosperous marriage. That is, her desire to be 
chastely beautiful, fl axen haired, and charming is a capitulation to the social 
world that produced her, and is synonymous with sexual longing and economic 
ambition. While sexuality remained perhaps the most signifi cant taboo for the 
southern lady, economic desire is apotheosized as the motivation for marriage. In 
her meditations on marriage, the central paradigm for “fi nding” one’s purpose 
and identity within this world, we encounter Katharine’s most disturbing mirror 
refl ections, attended regularly by meditations on her own objective (and objecti-
fi ed) worth. Appraising not just her own shortcomings but the fundamental lack 
or vacancy attributed to women generally, Katharine warns that a wife would 
still be “unworthy” in marriage; repeatedly, she balances this “unworthy wife” 
with an inherently “honourable husband” (27–28). Katharine is blessed with vast 
intellect but is aesthetically bankrupt; for this reason her brother Arthur (who 
dies suddenly and mysteriously) tries to offset this imbalance by bequeathing 
to her a small windfall, leaving her his entire inheritance because he apparently 
believes she will need it more than her fair sisters, as she “would never have the 
kind of charms which were likely to get her a satisfactory husband, or which 
were likely to get her any husband at all” (165). The exchange is even—coins for 
“charms”—and one man in her life feels compelled to make up for what it seems 
no other man will give her.

In the end, both an abstract and a literal sense of “worth” dictates a woman’s 
formation so fully that it contaminates all other impulses. Katharine’s sharp mind 
is put to use mainly to scrutinize the wealth and social standing of each marriage 
prospect, and ultimately this compulsory quest for money uncannily elides the 
possibility of garnering true affection in the exchange. After being given forty 
dollars by her other brother, George, Katharine turns her monetary anxiety upon 
her current ambivalent suitor, thinking: “even if she had not known the temporal 
limits of one  twenty- dollar bill and two ten- dollar bills, she would not have felt 
able to bear the strain of watching James Fuller’s increasing or decreasing inter-
est” (117). Effortlessly, she equates James Fuller’s “interest” with cash, and spe-
cifi cally with elusive and limited funds; she does seem vaguely more emotionally 
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committed to the fl uctuations of the man than the dollar, but it is clear that both 
are of similar importance. In exchange, Katharine weeps with self- conscious, 
calculated precision, “glad that she was able to cry, and that she was able to cry 
more than her father or her mother or any of Arthur Faraday’s four other broth-
ers and sisters” (164).

While Katharine clearly misinterprets the meaning of Arthur’s generosity, the 
world’s disgust for her charmless existence does slowly infi ltrate her conscious-
ness. In the bathtub, her favorite place both to read and to examine her body, 
she luxuriates in a romantic novel titled Sentimental Tommy; laying it aside, she 
turns instantly to notice “the convex refl ections of herself in the nicely polished 
faucets, and the refl ections were both so unsatisfactory that she looked down at as 
much of herself as she could see” (35). Juxtaposed with the act of reading, which 
earns her no aesthetic capital, she is terribly unpleased with her refl ection, which 
appears doubled and convex to underscore her split, ambivalent participation in 
the world that takes her away from herself and demands that she be something 
she is not. This same world induces shame in her body, which she “looked down 
at” as something despicable, insignifi cant, other. Before she can continue reading 
she feels compelled to put on a nightgown and wrap herself “with a sheet and two 
pairs of blankets and an eiderdown comfort,” effectively shrouding the disgrace-
ful body that cannot exist in the same space as the mind that desires simply to 
indulge in a novel (36–37). Signifi cantly, the book she is so drawn to is told from 
the point of view of a young boy, one “whose conduct seemed so entirely reason-
able to her” (37) and thus further separates her from the femininity her body is 
supposed to exude, although it stubbornly preserves its fl at, straight, thin lines 
and lack of contours.

From the start, she realizes “that any boy is born to a more honourable social 
situation than any girl” (30); the fact that she is a female puts her at a permanent 
disadvantage, which is only compounded by her additional lack of “charm” and 
beauty. She comes to desire something socially outrageous and unpalatable: fi rst 
to become a boy, and then to enjoy herself sexually as if she were a man making 
love to herself. This, it seems, would be true gratifi cation of a sort she could never 
know as a woman. Despite her best efforts, though, she “had not been able to 
make her thin lips touch one of her sharp elbows before she lost confi dence in a 
kissed elbow’s efficacy in changing a girl into a boy” (30). This contorted textual 
moment (which actually mirrors the contortions of Katharine’s body in this ill-
 fated experiment) suggests that, in her repeated narcissistic attempts to kiss her 
own elbow, she has for some time been subconsciously seeking to keep for herself 
what society expects her simply to give away: the fulfi llment of desire and union 
with her own body. In doing so, she seems determined to accomplish something 
subversive and liberating, to transcend her feminine constraints and “change a 
girl into a boy”; but her maneuver seems precisely the opposite, a failure in the 
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prospects of a woman to achieve and preserve for herself what a man takes from 
her. To change a girl into a boy in the moment of kissing her own elbow is to en-
joy her own body as her male lover would eventually do, just as she wanted to see 
her face only as her admired Edward Cabot had seen it. The act still requires her 
to be something other than who she actually is; her own identity fi nds no refuge 
in a space beyond that which society has critically, dichotomously, and fatefully 
mapped out.

The transference of her desire onto a male adjunct mirrors her tendency to 
satisfy or imitate the writing of male counterparts as well. Her fi rst real literary 
“products” are love letters, excruciatingly crafted and “carefully punctuated” 
(71, 75)—descriptions that, read in light of Katharine’s nervous instinct for 
“punctuality” and propriety, vividly evoke her angst over social directives. When 
she fi nally writes and publishes plays and essays, she is obsessed with the men 
who will see and be charmed by them; thus, she ponders and creates sentences 
that are carefully “calculated” for the greatest romantic outcomes (236). She even 
writes an essay of exactly “eight pages” when she is desperately in love and trying 
to impress a man who has written “eight novels” (238, 240). She becomes mod-
estly successful as a writer of essays, a guilty fantasy she entertains consistently 
throughout the novel; but what aspires to “creation” is essentially the calculated 
imitation and repetition of her ruling anxieties and the men who inspire them. In 
Elaine Showalter’s phases of female writing, Newman’s protagonist is hopelessly 
stuck at the fi rst troubling stage of imitation and internalization, which Louise 
Westling has described as the problem of persona plaguing southern women writ-
ers who struggle to subvert the region’s dominant male models (Sacred Groves).15 
There is some irony in the fact that the woman writer has long been accepted as 
a supporting player within southern culture, as both A. G. Jones and Brantley 
report (5, 35), so long as her role was seen as trivial, innocent, supportive of 
the current social order, and not in the least “literary” or critical. Entzminger 
reminds us that, if used subversively, the activity of “writing itself violated the 
sexual taboos that confi ned the southern woman” as it was “explicitly linked to 
a lack of proper modesty and thereby connected to promiscuity” (14). It is only 
more troubling, then, when Katharine views not her creative output but her own 
life story as a narrative drama comprised of characters and acts; she seems utterly 
unable to distinguish between the orchestrations inherent in art and those of her 
own sad and constructed reality. She does try to claim some control over this 
script: she “composes” the love stories that she hopes will transpire each time she 
meets a new male prospect, whom she refers to as “character[s] in her own story 
of her own life,” playing out the “scenes,” “acts,” and “heroes” of these “roman-
tic traged[ies]” (86, 133, italics added).16 But even such efforts fi nally capitulate 
to the scripts of others.

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar suggest that writing has long been associated 
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with the male, his pen a phallic substitution serving to fertilize metaphorically the 
female imagination; it is clear that Newman herself subscribed to such a model of 
creation, declaring that her books had “fathers” without whose inspiration they 
would never have been created.17 The equation of writing and birth has often been 
drawn by women writers as diverse as Denise Levertov and Katherine Mansfi eld, 
in ways that Trinh T. Minh- ha fi nds “abusive” for their tendency to emphasize 
labor, suffering, and fears of failure (17). Newman’s own unconventional, inde-
pendent eroticism (these “fathers” were, it seems, lovers she never married) does 
not allay the troubling fact that even beyond the bounds of a conscripted union,  
her voice is dependent on the infl uence of a male companion. She admitted to 
becoming a writer mainly “because she was not attractive” (Brantley 36); if her 
career is compensation for her domestic failings, it is a terribly compromised and 
ominous victory. And there remains an additional obstacle that proves more ad-
herent even than gender: of Katharine, Newman writes, “the inevitability of her 
literary nationality was almost as great a sorrow . . . as her unprofi table efforts to 
kiss her sharp elbows” (15). What “nation” does Katharine the writer belong to? 
On the surface it is America, whose fl edgling literature was never expected to rise 
to the level of its British and European antecedents. As an American southerner, 
part of H. L. Mencken’s maligned “Sahara of the Bozart,” her problem is com-
pounded.18 But the equation with  elbow- kissing also places her in the “nation” of 
women; taken together, these southern and feminine territories are inextricable 
“sorrows,” impoverished geographies she cannot escape in all of her “unprofi t-
able” attempts to engineer a different fate.

While Katharine’s sorrow evokes both a regional and sexual crisis, it is also 
simply and deeply personal. As smart and as stubborn as she is, she is also ter-
rifyingly vulnerable. In the self- effacing quest for material and matrimonial suc-
cess, what happens to the human heart? After a night of dancing with the coveted 
James Fuller,

She quivered off to sleep with her left hand pressed against the envelope in which the 

golden  twenty- dollar bill and the golden ten- dollar bill were lying inside James Fuller’s 

second note, and with her right hand pressed against the blue spot she was trying to 

keep blue and tender until she danced her second evening at West Point. (110–11)

Here the two pieces of currency given her by her brother appear suggestively 
folded into a note from her suitor, the West Point cadet James Fuller, underscor-
ing again both the literal and social value of the courtship. She “quivers” off to 
sleep, not simply in anxiety but, more noticeably, desire—a desire that again is 
doubled, economic and romantic simultaneously. That is, while Katharine’s left 
hand clutches these gold coins, her other presses against a woman’s more valuable 
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currency: the “tender” “blue spot,” which is actually a coin- shaped bruise left 
on her fl esh after she has danced against James Fuller’s brass buttons, symbol of 
military honor and its cultural currency in the South. The scene is not tender 
but disconcerting: all she receives from her  would- be lover is a painful reminder 
of his masculinity and now his absence in the shape of a coin, which she holds 
suggestively in her other hand. The woman’s body ultimately suffers physically 
not just from the mannered courtship dance, but also from the reminder that 
such unions will leave her lying alone and in pain. She “press[es]” on the bruise 
repeatedly in order to keep it fresh, in an implicit and masochistic gesture of mas-
turbation—here, her narcissism is turned self- effacingly and self- destructively 
on her own body. She is, in effect, kissing her own elbow “unprofi tably” again, in 
a lonely repetition of the aching forms of courtship and love.

This process of narcissistic sublimation reaches its pathetic nadir when she 
virtually makes love to the precisely geometric, ordered symbols of her coquetry: 
she enjoys “the slow undressing” of two invitations sent by cadet James Fuller 
(104). Waiting for the postman to deliver these letters and invitations, she trem-
bles with anticipation that would either “leave her whole body burning from the 
blazing fall of disappointment or . . . an alabaster lamp for the rise and fall of its 
electric spray”—the latter an obvious and repeated euphemism for masturbation 
(247). Again, there is no satisfaction for Katharine except the sublimated, nar-
cissistic kind. Even when she does lose her virginity—and she does, in the most 
exalted act of “liberation” in the book—she discovers that the moment para-
doxically makes her “hopelessly virginal” (246, 253, 284). What Addie Bundren 
characterizes as the identityless vacancy of virginity stays with Katharine even 
after her purity is gone, suggesting that a proper woman can become “unvirgin” 
only within the sacred bounds of marriage. Katharine’s “desire” has been shaped 
by these expectations; yet she “dreamed dreams which she thought were giving 
her an insight into a nature very unlike the nature a southern lady should have” 
(246). She doesn’t want a man to fi ll the blank shape of her virgin body; rather 
she wants to complete herself, specifi cally by fulfi lling her artistic ambitions: 
“she had hoped that her small celebrity would take the place of her body” (284). 
Nevertheless, her desires are relegated to dreams, and in waking life her body 
is programmed to reject its own audacious longing. Her coveted celebrity and 
independence, even marked by sexual license and the rejection of virginity, does 
not have the desired effect: she remains “virginal” and unfulfi lled. Sex gives her 
only a kind of “suffering because she did not know what was happening in her 
own body, and because she could not control her own body” (275); the act meant 
to defy tradition and assert control effects precisely the opposite, a terrifying 
loss of order and knowledge. In the aftermath of lovemaking, she fears the next 
inevitable moment when a man will look admiringly upon her face, her hair, her 
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body, knowing too well now the futility of consummating her narcissistic tri-
umph. Her bold sexual abandon is, in the end, far from the social emancipation 
critics have wanted to read there;19 instead, it circumscribes the strict dictates of 
her existence as a woman of privileged birth. The ineluctability of her fate be-
comes clear at the close of the novel; at the same time, we sense that she will not 
stop yearning futilely for something different and better: “she knew she would 
go on discovering that one illusion had been left to her a minute before, and that 
she would discover it every time she heard another illusion shattering on the path 
behind her” (285).

The “Stupid” South and the Erotics of Cont(r)act

While Newman’s novel depicts the plight of the neoaristocratic woman, Anita 
Loos’s Gentlemen Prefer Blondes shows us that the period’s savvy,  working- class 
girl also succumbs to social demands to prove her worth by charming her way 
into (rather than out of, as Katharine fi nally decides) a lucrative marriage. Loos’s 
protagonist, Lorelei Lee, embodies the polar opposite of Katharine Faraday: she 
is blonde, beautiful, uncultured, and basically uneducated. Instead of showcas-
ing the inherent privilege that a woman of Katharine’s status enjoys by birth, 
Lorelei instead represents “a more democratic and optimistic view of marriage 
and society . . . the embodiment of the notion that anyone, including a woman 
without position, status, or an excess of brains, can, through determination 
and ‘hard work,’ pull herself up by her bootstraps. And so, not only was Loos’s 
 working- class heroine able to mingle in high society, she actually managed to 
marry into it” (C. Bushnell xvi). Beyond this obvious celebration of the American 
capitalist ascent narrative, Candace Bushnell applauds Loos’s heroine Lorelei as 
“a new female American archetype, one that not only survives today, but thrives” 
(xiv). Surely Lorelei’s type—known popularly as the “gold digger”—is alive and 
well in contemporary society, but it is unclear and troubling why her endurance 
might be celebrated. Such a heroine does not say “I worked hard to earn this life” 
but rather, “I exploited my sexual capital in order to get ahead materially, and I 
lost myself somewhere along the way.” Yet ultimately this is the grand narrative 
of American capitalism and its bootstrap mentality. If Lorelei’s victory is mea-
sured by the acquisition of diamonds and dollar bills, then certainly, she succeeds 
brilliantly; however, what she sacrifi ces for the accumulation of status and wealth 
is her very identity and humanity.

In fact, the author herself seems invested in seeing this character lose. 
Interestingly, Loos resembles Newman and Katharine Faraday far more than her 
own protagonist. She was, by all accounts and photographs, a decidedly beauti-
ful, petite woman with dark hair and eyes; she was also obviously talented and 
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well- read, a successful stage actress and screenwriter before she turned her ener-
gies to writing essays and novels. Although she enjoyed a great deal of attention 
and respect in the glamorous Hollywood scene where she focused much of her 
life and work, something was clearly missing from Loos’s life, and in a sense she 
seems determined to retaliate against those whom she felt responsible for taking 
it. She knew Lorelei’s “type” well—the well- formed, charming, savvy gold dig-
ger who literally stopped men in their tracks and often sent them careening off 
the rails—and she resented such women for the debilitating sway they held over 
otherwise powerful men and their wallets. Her grudge was in part personal: ac-
cording to biographer Gary Carey, Loos was apparently in love with the famous, 
dyspeptic, South- bashing critic H. L. Mencken, who seems to have had a weak-
ness for “witless blonde[s]” (Gentlemen Prefer Blondes xix). The dark- haired Loos 
knew that “Menck” admired her “very much indeed,” but for her mind rather 
than her looks—admiration that, while gratifying, didn’t go far to satisfy her 
crush (xix). Further complicating her attraction was the fact that she was already 
married, and she would never admit publicly to anything but pure devotion to her 
husband, the director John Emerson.

Despite her obvious strength of character, intellect, and professionalism, a 
tragic kind of repression and lack of fulfi llment seemed to haunt Loos. On the 
surface, she appeared fantastically happy and mirthful; Carey reports that she 
“liked to have fun, and she selected her playmates from the rich, the celebrated, 
and the notorious, with a special affection for shady ladies, con men, and char-
latans of both sexes. For many years, she led a plush life, moving between New 
York and Hollywood, Paris and London, with stopovers at all the fashionable spas 
at home and abroad” (3). Yet this luxury concealed an emptiness and a charade; 
Carey reveals that this posh and alluring exterior simply masked “another side to 
Anita, one barely hinted at in the memoirs and fully revealed only in the diaries 
she started keeping in the mid- 1920s”; as those documents reveal, Loos secretly 
was “extraordinarily disciplined, resilient, and morally fastidious,” a woman who 
“prided herself on being a lady” with “a strong awareness of what was proper” 
(Carey 4). Running constantly through her life of luxury and pleasure was also 
a sad sense of foreclosure; not a typical housewife with domestic burdens, she 
nonetheless felt her artistic energies being sapped by her husband, who often 
took credit for work Loos had done and “probably sincerely believed [his wife] 
owed everything to him” (Carey 102). She may have been reluctant to admit it, 
but it seems clear that in some deeply submerged way she yearned to be more 
like the witless blonde whom she satirizes so viciously in her novel and whom 
brilliant men like Mencken fell for: “girls with lots downstairs but nothing in 
the attic but cobwebs” (Carey 88). Fascinated and repelled by her blonde rivals, 
Loos confesses, “I wanted Lorelei to be a symbol of the lowest possible mentality 
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of our nation, and Menck had written an essay on American culture in which he 
branded the state of Arkansas as ‘the Sahara of the Beaux Arts’ (which he spelled 
Bozarts). Therefore, I chose Little Rock for my heroine’s early years; Little Rock 
which even today lives up to Mencken’s choice as the nadir in shortsighted hu-
man stupidity” (xxi).

What would eventuate in this  California- bred,  Hollywood- style woman turn-
ing her bitter energies on the South? Loos was raised on a prosperous farm of 
many thousands of acres in Siskiyou County, northern California; she was privi-
leged, haughty, and  agrarian- aristocratic in a way that allied her more closely to 
a position of stereotypical southern “status” than Lorelei in all her determined 
scrabbling could ever achieve. Gentlemen Prefer Blondes reveals above all else a 
vigorous condemnation not just of the blonde, gold- digging archetype but of 
the puritanical codes and ethics that would impoverish even the most physically 
appealing, bright, and savvy female on the market—codes that stemmed from a 
self- effacing plantation logic inseparable from the politics of modern American 
capitalism.20 While Lorelei, a poor upstart from Arkansas, tries too hard to engi-
neer her social and cultural uplift from her poor southern origins, Loos herself 
bitterly judges her protagonist’s materialistic desires as if she herself were bred 
into a plantation manor and jealously guarding the keys to that world’s propriety 
and prosperity. The disastrous ambivalence wrought into southern culture by the 
advent of capitalism, which placed women like Lorelei and Loos in competition 
with one another, enters Loos’s imagination as a kind of metaphorical construct 
by which Loos the high born can classify, fi x, and demean the lowest of the low, 
the “nadir” of idiocy, and her own greatest rival.

Of the few critics who have attempted seriously to critique Loos’s novel, none 
pay more than glancing attention to the fact that Lorelei is southern; usually this 
detail is mentioned to illustrate Loos’s apparent contempt for her idiot savant 
narrator and to appeal to Mencken’s regional prejudice. In a larger sense, both 
Loos and Mencken participate in the northern pastime of demeaning the igno-
rant South; yet such scapegoating is inadvertently revealing. C. Vann Woodward 
observes the North and South “have occasionally used each other in the way 
Americans have historically used Europe—not only to defi ne their identity and 
to say what they are not, but to escape in fantasy from what they are” (American 
6–7). In Loos’s novel, the “stupid” South as embodied by Lorelei in fact mir-
rors that which Loos herself both fears and desires about her own value in a 
neoplantation order that continues to privilege superfi ciality over substance. And 
ultimately Loos seems to both resent and envy the ease with which Lorelei could 
master the American Dream and manage to have whatever she wants.

For Lorelei is nothing if not resourceful: what she lacks in book learning she 
attempts to compensate for in “education” of the cosmopolitan and consumer 
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variety. In this case, “education” functions not as an alternative to but as a eu-
phemism for commercial culture.21 As Lorelei professes on the eve of one of 
many  suitor- fi nanced trips overseas, “traveling is the highest form of education” 
(42)—so long as the boat drops her off in the thick of an urban commercial dis-
trict, preferably near a Ritz “delightfully full of Americans” abroad (45–46), and 
“all the famous historical names, like Coty and Cartier” which she perceives as 
“something educational at last” and worthy of “reverance” (70–71). Such de-
tails are enough to establish Lorelei’s ignorance of true culture and knowledge in 
her overriding quest for the glitzy social capital of high society and “large- size” 
 square- cut diamonds; the crass materiality and stupidity of the  lower- class up-
start comes through clearly. But we quickly realize that she is indeed “learning” 
everything that she needs to know in order to win the hearts and wallets of the 
rich men who swoon in her presence. This ethos is ingrained in Lorelei’s char-
acter from the start, when she gave up a week of stenographer’s training in “the 
business college in Little Rock” to be supported instead by a string of male bene-
factors: fi rst, to fi nish her “education” with a  lawyer- paramour (whom she ends 
up shooting upon fi nding him with another woman) (31, 32), then to be saved by 
a judge who gives her both “a ticket to Hollywood” and her name, Lorelei. Not 
just her prosperity, then, but her identity is dependent on the labor and wallets of 
others; all she must do to earn it is “improve” her looks and her mind in utterly 
superfi cial ways. Positing a practical, material, and immoral version of education 
in place of actual culture and intellect is profoundly threatening to women like 
Loos, whose brains are their richest and yet, in this economy, their least profi t-
able assets.

Loos condemns the cheapening of culture and education by casting Lorelei as 
an ignorant and implicitly racist southerner. She foists off onto a poor white with 
no plausible historical connection to chattel slavery the behavior associated with 
white mastery. One of the many men bent on “educating” Lorelei sends her some 
reading material; “I did not waste my time on it,” she reports, “but this morn-
ing I told Lulu to let all of the house work go and spend the day reading a book 
entitled ‘Lord Jim’ and then tell me all about it, so that I would improve my mind 
while Gerry was away” (16). Lorelei dismisses the possibility of acquiring real 
intellectual advantage by transferring the task to her black maid, thus making the 
two impulses seem constitutionally conjoined. Moreover, in the absence of a man 
to “improve” her mind, Lulu must do it for her; advancement happens, it seems, 
either by servant labor or male intervention—the southern woman herself will 
not “waste time” working for what others are meant to supply for her.22 If acquir-
ing “education” means landing diamond rings and tiaras, then Lorelei displays 
the classically aristocratic desire to possess things without having to work for 
them. Handing off the toil to her black maid, moreover, situates this compulsion 
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specifi cally in a racist hierarchy based on the dynamics of chattel slavery. Loos 
thus shows Lorelei actively climbing an obviously corrupt ladder to the reward 
of high society. The fact that Lorelei almost makes Lulu read Joseph Conrad’s 
The Nigger of the Narcissus is telling: Lulu is the “nigger” of this “narcissus,” 
and Lorelei decides charitably that the book “really would have hurt her feel-
ings” (16).

Lorelei’s narcissism is not exactly absolved in this brief glimmer of compro-
mised empathy; after all, the book she gives Lulu instead is Conrad’s Lord Jim, a 
narrative told by Heart of Darkness’s Marlow and dominated by themes of honor, 
heroism, slavery, and colonialism peculiarly applicable to Lorelei and Lulu’s joint 
southern past. Again, though, Lulu does all the work of gaining such knowledge, 
while Lorelei’s narcissism shields her from actually learning anything beyond 
the American consumer marketplace. Though she lauds “travel” as the highest 
form of education, what she really wants to fi nd abroad is a mirror: “the most 
delightful thing about traveling,” she discovers, “is always to be running into 
Americans and to always feel at home” (46). Unlike English girls, Lorelei realizes, 
American women favor large, expensive jewelry and not simple “bangles” that 
they “would really give to their maid,” signifying again the fetishized class dis-
tinction between the Lulus and the Loreleis of this economy (54). Impatient with 
British men and their cheap gifts, Dorothy wants to “‘go back to the Ritz where 
men are Americans,’” but Lorelei, undaunted by a material challenge, sets out to 
“educate” them instead (54, 55). The only time the English appeal to her vanity 
is when she can enfold them in remembered tales about her own, stereotypically 
southern lineage: “I remember papa back in Arkansas and he often used to say 
that his grandpa came from a place in England called Australia, so really, I mean 
to say, it is no wonder the English seems to come out of me sometimes” (58). Of 
course, it is not the English coming out of her in such moments but the American 
southern; and her inability to get these genealogical stories straight underscores 
their often fantastical nature, particularly for poor whites like Lorelei.

While British and European elements appeal to Lorelei’s aristocratic ambi-
tions, she can quantify success and status only on instinctively American terms. 
The “English” that comes out of this Arkansas girl is, emphatically, American 
English; she fl atly rejects anyone who does not speak “english almost like an 
American” (73). If the possession of expensive objects constitutes an education, 
then it follows that the language of this discipline is money, and its function is 
mathematical. Not surprisingly, it is the only language Lorelei knows. In France, 
she recounts “we saw a jewelry store and we saw some jewelry in the window 
and it really seemed to be a very great bargain but the price marks all had francs 
on them and Dorothy and I do not seem to be mathematical enough to tell how 
much francs is in money” (71). Lorelei relates this conundrum like a foreigner 
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in a strange land where she does not speak the language; read this way, Lorelei’s 
“mathematical” abilities—that is, her ability to translate from one language of 
capital to another—come up short. Underscoring the arithmetical nature of this 
problem, she can’t even fi gure out how to use the telephone in her Paris hotel: “If 
you think you can get a number over that thing, go to it,” she tells Dorothy, “but 
as far as we have found out, it is a wall bracket” (81). Her confusion is humorous 
until we remember that numbers are a universal language and would be no differ-
ent in France than in Arkansas, but Lorelei’s inability to “read” them in a French 
context tells us that her mathematical mind is trained on a specifi cally American 
notion of use value, thus rendering the phone a useless “wall bracket” rather than 
a functional instrument of, importantly, communication.

While Lorelei is not “mathematical enough” to make such connections, she 
can do American math quite profi ciently, as she demonstrates in her attempts 
to make the French lawyer—the “advocat”—Monsieur Broussard stop “talk-
ing in French, which means nothing to us” (81). Dorothy comes up with a plan 
to “‘see if 25 francs will stop him, because if 5 francs will stop a taxi driver, 25 
francs ought to stop an advocate.’ Because he was making about 5 times as much 
noise as a taxi driver and 5 times 5 is 25” (81). As a lawyer presumably he is about 
fi ve times as important and as rich as a taxi driver, Lorelei’s class scale tells her, 
and she knows fully well that small gifts are for servants while “large- size” ones 
are for more cultivated types. In a more comic but equally illustrative moment, 
Lorelei reiterates that her understanding of money is a quantifi ed system and that 
she expects to see its value refl ected visibly in the size and shape of the objects be-
ing sold. In “the Central of Europe” she struggles to adapt to yet a new system of 
currency: “it seems to be kronens and it seems to take quite a lot of them because 
it takes 50,000 of them to even buy a small size package of cigarettes and Dorothy 
says if the cigarettes had tobacco in them, we couldn’t lift enough kronens over a 
counter to pay for a package” (104). In this case, Dorothy and Lorelei confuse the 
price of something with the thing itself; the numbers have a direct, one- to- one 
correlation with the priced object. Lorelei’s scale has trouble recalibrating to an 
alien system, which suggests that the American version, while no less fetishized, 
has become entirely natural to her. Moreover, it reveals her alienation from every-
thing but her narcissistic labors: her own mathematics are strictly in the service 
of engineering a diamond and bridal purse large enough to signify visibly their 
tremendous value.

In the end, Lorelei marries the poor, duped Henry Spoffard. Although the 
multiple musicals and the 1953 fi lm adaptation of the novel (early versions of 
which Loos herself had a hand in writing) seized upon the marriage quest as the 
overriding purpose of the girls’ machinations, in the novel Lorelei’s betrothal as-
pirations are simply a means to the end of acquiring both wealth and support for 
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her artistic ego. Indeed, like Newman’s Katharine Faraday, Lorelei has dreams 
of being a writer that can only be made possible by the fi nancial support and 
companionship of a man; unlike Katharine, though, Lorelei has considerable dif-
fi culties with the English “languadge,” which literalizes her dependence on male 
patronage. It is only when Lorelei is safely in the bonds of wedlock that she will 
venture to say “that money was not everything, because after all, it is only brains 
that count” (154). Of course, we know that for Lorelei to “count” is both to have 
monetary worth and, quite literally, to count and quantify that value; and it is 
clear that Lorelei’s brains can do little else but “count” her way into auspicious 
relationships with men. When a literary benefactor offers her “a penny for your 
thoughts, [little woman],” the quantifi cation is literal, not to mention diminutive 
(156). Lorelei herself is the fi rst to admit, albeit in a calculated gesture of co-
quetry, that before she became engaged to Henry she was “nothing but a society 
girl from Little Rock, Arkansas” (135). The “nothing” stands out here, especially 
when Dorothy destroys the illusion of Lorelei’s “society” origins by outing her 
“debut at the Elks annual street fair and carnival at the age of 15” (135). Truly 
“nothing” before her opportune marriage, Lorelei enjoys in a very literal way the 
fact that “Henry’s credit is really my credit”; on their own, her small brains are 
worth little more than “a penny” (151).

Yet while her botched mathematical and language translations indicate the 
contrary, Lorelei is simply not the “idiot heroine” that Loos claimed her to be 
(xx); she is, in fact, more savvy in orchestrating her coups than her creator (per-
haps intentionally) leads us to believe, a fact that allows us to see more of the 
author in the protagonist than she probably intended. By using her witless blonde 
image to manipulate the men around her, Lorelei indeed gets exactly what she 
wants in the form of diamonds and domestic comfort. As Hegeman argues, the 
novel resolves itself by developing “a fantastic economy in which women can 
actually parlay their (albeit male- defi ned) assets of sexual attractiveness into what 
they truly want” (545). We are left, then, to balance her brilliant feat with her 
representation of “the nadir of shortsighted human stupidity,” a balance that 
seems to hinge on the notion of sexual attractiveness as a commodity. While 
Lorelei’s victory is in one way certain, the perverse logic of this conquest remains 
troubling: if the New Woman’s sexuality—indeed, the core of the 1920s fl ap-
per’s identity—is “male- defi ned,” then how are either we or Lorelei herself to 
know what she “truly want[s]”? And if what she “truly wants” is monetary rather 
than emotional sustenance, what does that reveal about the destructive sexual 
economy of the period? Finally, if exchanging material desire for interpersonal 
connection is the “nadir in shortsighted human stupidity,” then clearly we must 
question how and why this cold substitution stymies the southern more than the 
ordinary American woman.
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Hegeman believes Lorelei “manages to fi nd happiness at the end of her nar-
rative—in spades” (545). If “credit” is all she is after, then this reading might be 
plausible. But Loos makes it abundantly clear that Lorelei never manages to de-
velop a viable ego or desires of her own, and that in a sense she simply refl ects the 
values ingrained in her as a woman of inauspicious southern birth always yearning 
for a higher, more prosperous, tantalizingly American ascendance. If she cannot 
triumph over the world of cold capitalism and its patriarchal logic herself (Loos 
implies that its forces operate below the belt rather than above the necktie), she 
will attempt to drag its benefi ciaries down with her: that is, Loos makes sure that 
Lorelei is as emotionally bereft as she herself is. While Lorelei hungers fanatically 
after the material gain opened to her by the tantalizing opportunities of American 
capitalist ascent, she is remarkably free of sexual and emotional wants; as Carey 
notes, “it is perhaps the cleanest exposé of illicit romance ever written” (99). As a 
vessel of such cold, calculating desires, her thoughts and mind are saturated with 
references to pennies, diamonds, and mathematical calculations of magnitudes of 
value. Her body, the seat of erotic desire, doesn’t escape this sublimation either: 
not only are all sexual references studiously repressed throughout the narrative, 
but in much the same way that Katharine measures and quantifi es her own image, 
Lorelei also converts the language of physical union into fi scal metaphors. Her 
terrible grammar and spelling can often be revealing of much deeper import, as in 
her frequent declaration that “everybody I come into contract with always seems 
to become happy” (161, italics added). Indeed, in these “contracts” of sexual and 
domestic gratifi cation, Lorelei apparently plays her prescribed role and pleases 
men abundantly. In such a “contract,” it is never, for her, about “contact,” but 
only paper and metal rewards—and, ultimately, the awful price—for fulfi lling 
her feminine duty.23 Through Lorelei, Loos can give with one hand what life has 
taken from her—economic and emotional satisfaction—and then withdraw it in 
a gesture of self- righteous aristocratic morality and extreme self- pity.

Even Loos’s attempt to provide an alternative to this pitiful outcome seems 
fraught with ambivalence. Dorothy is Lorelei’s intelligent,  quick- witted, and 
decidedly brunette sidekick who tends to “tell it like it is” and offers scathing 
critiques of the world that she and Lorelei navigate together, revealing a level 
of intellectual acuity that Lorelei misses altogether but that the reader grasps 
instantly; in a sense, such moments reveal the author inviting the reader to have a 
laugh along with her at Lorelei’s expense. Critics have read Dorothy as Lorelie’s 
foil and a proxy for Loos herself; the transference is tempting, given the per-
sonal jealousies that seemed to fuel Loos’s virtuoso rendition of the Lorelei type. 
And Loos herself often jokingly admitted that Dorothy was “pretty much a self-
 portrait” (Carey 100). Filtered through Lorelei’s narrow voice, however, Dorothy 
frequently becomes the subject of Lorelei’s pity and judgment because she does 
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not fi t the shallow gold digger’s version of refi nement and “does nothing but 
waste her time” on entertaining human, erotic attractions rather than orchestrat-
ing purely material connections (29). Lorelei’s work ethic comes through again 
with ironic force; she sees herself as laboring for a payoff, while Dorothy squan-
ders her time on matters that promise no tangible gain. There is no question 
about the capitalist critique posed here or the notion that Dorothy’s values are 
more respectable than those of her gold- digging friend. But ultimately it be-
comes difficult to see Dorothy as better off or even signifi cantly different from 
Lorelei. To begin with, it is Dorothy who leads Lorelei through the elaborate 
mathematical equations already discussed, fi rst to get the French lawyer to stop 
speaking, and secondly to speculate on the correlation between “kronens” and 
the item marked for purchase. While Lorelei’s perceptions of these mathematical 
problems are altogether serious and sometimes befuddled, Dorothy tosses off the 
calculations with a subtly knowing sarcasm. She is clearly aware that money talks, 
acts, and has weight in their world, and she comments shrewdly on their partici-
pation in this economy by observing the absurd calculations necessary to appease 
a taxi driver or a lawyer, or the way that bought objects like cigarettes ought to 
bear the heft of the expense necessary to acquire them. Dorothy appears as astute 
and cynical in these moments as she does elsewhere; she seems to know all too 
well the stratifi cations of their world and the difficulties of surmounting one’s 
social origins. Yet—perhaps like Loos herself—she bitterly and knowingly con-
tinues playing the game and counting herself into it, sticking loyally by Lorelei’s 
side throughout all of their calculating adventures.

Lessons in Love and Longing

Dorothy’s story grows distinctly more troubling in the novel’s sequel, But 
Gentlemen Marry Brunettes. In this work, Lorelei has settled into the domestic 
roles of wife and mother, and of amateur writer. Although she joins the Lucy 
Stone League so she can keep her own name and “write my book without my 
identity being sunk by having the name of a husband to crush me,” she neverthe-
less has to wait for Henry’s permission to write at all, and then he must “read it all 
over, and give it a sanction before it ever reached the public” (252, 254). It is clear 
that Lorelei’s “identity” is crushed long before this, or rather that the identity 
she keeps is always already associated with a name and a language given to her 
by some man or other. Naturally, we read with a sense of irony, then, when she 
decides to use her writing “to teach some lesson. . . . and the best lesson I have 
ever come in contract with, is the life of my girl friend Dorothy. So I decided to 
write about that. Only the life of Dorothy is not going to be so much for girls to 
resemble, as it is to give them a warning what they should stop doing” (253). 
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By now, of course, we have come to expect that Lorelei’s words will betray the 
opposite of her intentions; Dorothy tends to prioritize love over money, which 
for Lorelei represents the height of wrongheaded idealism—and her “contract” 
slippage again here reveals that her mind is still very much on such issues. But 
these choices do not get Dorothy any further along than they do Lorelei, and in 
the end, the life of Dorothy does indeed constitute a warning.

For one thing, while Dorothy is not southern, she does come from a “low 
envirament” (253): specifi cally, “the ‘Greater Pacifi c Street Fair and Carnaval 
Company’ on the Pacifi c Coast” (256), a revelation that gives Dorothy’s mockery 
of Lorelei’s “street fair” debut a distinctly personal, self- deprecating valence. 
Moreover, and more troublingly, her California origins make her roots similar to 
those of Loos herself. Like Lorelei, Dorothy’s desire to escape these origins tends 
toward the crafty rather than the hardworking: she, too, transfers her labor to 
someone else, in this case a “small size local boy of the town, who was always more 
than delighted” to work the waffle machine that Dorothy was assigned to manage 
at the fair (269); and later, while she is trying to navigate her way into high society, 
she simply racks up expenses long after her money runs out because, as Lorelei 
notes, her “poverty always seems to consist in not worrying about bills” (329). 
While it would seem that money and calculations of ascent are not on Dorothy’s 
radar screen at all, at least not to the extent that they occupy Lorelei, it appears 
instead that she is constantly trying to fl ee the dollars and cents that shadow her 
existence. Instead of designing to increase her capital, Dorothy always engages 
herself in giving it away, much to Lorelei’s disapproval: “Dorothy is the kind of 
girl that makes gentlemen presents,” she laments (316).

Yet whether she is giving or receiving, Dorothy is nonetheless a willing par-
ticipant in and victim of the gendered domestic economy of this world. She ends 
up functioning as a commodity to the many “brokers”—aka, talent agents—who 
represent the women trying to win a spot in Ziegfi eld’s Follies; and she succeeds 
brilliantly, becoming a Folly and proving her worth. While the men in her life take 
her gifts, they punish her as well, subduing her strong spirit with physical violence. 
Her ill- fated fi rst marriage to an upstart street car  conductor- cum- saxophone 
player devolves quickly into brutality, with furniture, objects, doors, and “a small 
lamp” being hurled back and forth between the couple (367, 370). Later, as she is 
being trailed by a silent, bearded man, Dorothy fi nally “lost all her endurants and 
gave him a slap” only to be more harshly hit in the jaw and knocked down by the 
force of the burly stranger’s “manhood” (384). Stunningly, such treatment is both 
normalized (a friend of Dorothy’s is simply “very, very ashamed to think that an 
American girl would slap a French gentleman,” 384) and approved. Again, while 
Loos’s intent seems to be a critique of the values of an American society that would 
condone such brutality, she stops short of offering any more pleasant alternatives, 
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even for her own fi ctional proxy. When Dorothy fi nally marries properly into 
“society” at the end, she does so under the most compromised circumstances: 
her new husband, Charlie, is a roaring drunk who eventually turns sober and 
cruel, and then proceeds unhappily to belittle and insult her: “Charlie took to 
looking over Dorothy in his sober senses, and seeing her as she really was, and 
making remarks like, ‘Go wash your face! You’ve got on too much make- up!’ And 
Dorothy fell in love” (415). Suspiciously, Lorelei does not condemn Dorothy for 
her romantic weakness, as she routinely does, but rather applauds the fact that 
her friend has become, with Charlie “ordering her around . . . more refi ned than 
I have ever seen her before, and with a trace of dignity” (419). Loos emphasizes 
that while Dorothy has held out for “love,” she has gotten little more than emo-
tional bankruptcy and slavery to a man’s whims and desires. Only to the eyes of 
Lorelei could such an achievement have the look of “dignity” and “refi nement,” 
possibly because she cannot see past the fi nal glowing reward of marital security 
at any costs. But it is Dorothy’s acquiescence to her status as belittled, demeaned, 
domestic servant that is fi nally the most troubling.

More disturbing is the notion that Dorothy seems to engineer this fi nal result 
for herself, with Loos’s apparent blessing. When Charlie’s aristocratic mother 
develops an elaborate plan to get the lowly Dorothy out of her son’s life and 
heart, Dorothy “started in to put 2 and 2 together” to crack the plot (375–76). 
The math she mastered in Europe works at home as well, but it delivers a product 
she should not want; rather than calculating herself out of such a superfi cial and 
deceitful world, Dorothy’s mathematical prowess helps her to count herself right 
into it. Her prize is the abusive Charlie, and along with him a ticket to “New York 
society.” The novella closes on this putative high note, ending with Lorelei’s 
hope that both she and Dorothy can “get into the Social Register” at last (419). 
Given the historical uses of the “register” or account book in the context of chat-
tel slavery, Loos clearly evokes the folly of this woman’s catastrophic desire to 
have herself written into a new social register as an entry rather than a scribe. The 
fact that the register delivers both upstart women from their southern and “low 
enviraments” to a New York version of commercial success is distinctly defeat-
ing, as the new and magical order of American ascent nevertheless shuttles them 
back to the cruel order that cemented such pitiful choices and only the illusion of 
happiness. And Loos, spending half of her time in New York and the other half in 
Hollywood, would have known this only too well. And yet, both her life and her 
fi ctional proxy endorse what must have been a seductive life of leisure after all.

Indeed women are little different from slaves, the novel suggests, in an econ-
omy that mirrors the inequities and exploitations of slavery. Such a reminder 
helps us to make sense of an otherwise discomposing scene when Mrs. Breene 
schemes to plant drugs in Dorothy’s handbag, which lands Dorothy in jail along 
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with a “colored ” girl whose name happens to be Lulu, exactly like Lorelei’s maid 
and slave fi gure in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. The symbology of the scene alone is 
powerful—white upstart and black prostitute are imprisoned together, sharing 
social enslavement and punishment for those who dare to defy their place in the 
hierarchy. The moment has implications for Lorelei, too, as she calls herself a 
“professional lady” in such a way that critics have interpreted as a suggestion that 
she is a prostitute. Indeed, when Lulu asks Dorothy what she’s in for, Dorothy 
tries to be polite by saying “‘Same thing as you, I guess,’” which for Lulu is 
“s’liciting” (409). Dorothy has made a practice of giving gifts to men all her life, 
and now her sacrifi ces literally imprison her. Her life is, as Lorelei warned, a 
“lesson.” There is no doubt that Dorothy is smart, but Loos reminds us of just 
how far “brains” will get a woman and of how bound she is by the same rules and 
conditions that shape Lorelei’s world; of how much she is expected to give and 
how little she will receive in return; and fi nally, of how deeply ugly and worthless 
a woman can be made to feel by the men she loves.

As already noted, Newman published a sequel to her dark novel in 1928, the 
same year Loos’s depressing chronicle of Dorothy’s misadventures appeared. In 
Dead Lovers Are Faithful Lovers Newman also places another autobiographical 
proxy, like Dorothy, in a fateful romantic situation. But this woman, the bookish, 
independent librarian Isabel Ramsay—even more a refl ection of Newman herself 
than Katharine was—is only one of the novel’s protagonists. The other is Evelyn 
Cunningham, who is married to Mr. Charlton Cunningham—who happens to be 
the man with whom Isabel is deeply in love and having an affair. Just as Loos ulti-
mately hands Dorothy and Lorelei the same sober fate, so too Newman suggests 
that it is no more lucrative to be an educated mistress than a long- suffering wife. 
Newman’s cluttered, complex prose reveals no shortage of erudite vocabulary and 
expression; pointedly, then, she uses identical language and phrases to indicate 
that the two women in this novel think the same complex thoughts, feel the same 
emotions, and are equally emotionally indebted to the man they both love and who 
functions as a perverse,  double- sided mirror for their equal and opposite reactions 
to his presence and love. What we learn from Katharine’s plight—of the impos-
sibility of feminine autonomy and value outside the bonds of marriage—is made 
more depressing here in the suggestion that wives and mistresses receive the same 
measure of personal satisfaction and self- knowledge in their relationships with 
the men they love.24 Both choices, Newman demonstrates, are at last the same; the 
emotional costs to either’s sense of self are equally profound.

Evelyn Cunningham, the wife in Dead Lovers, has been repeatedly reminded 
by her mother that marriages follow an unerring pattern resting on the woman’s 
spiritual debt: thus, when Evelyn ponders her paralyzing reverence for her hus-
band she is already resigned to the fact that “his inevitably lessening affection 
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for her would fi nally balance her inevitably growing affection for him” (83). The 
advice that her mother hands down comes appropriately in the form of a do-
mestic equation fraught with numerous disastrous implications: fi rst, that mar-
riages begin with the desire and attraction of the husband who approves of and 
chooses the wife, and with the possible apprehension and ambivalence of the 
woman who has little choice but to submit; later, when the woman grows attached 
to her human lifeline, the husband fi nds more appealing objects for his affections 
and erotic attachments. Perhaps most disquieting of all is the mother’s assertion, 
twice in one sentence, that this domestic equation is “inevitable.” Like Addie’s 
body, the married woman’s self is given meaning and worth by conjugal relations, 
but that worth paradoxically implies her spiritual and emotional emptiness.

More pointedly even than Katharine’s narcissism, Evelyn’s mirror gazing is 
fraught with anxiety over her worthiness of Charlton’s love and her fears of losing 
not just his affection but, in the process, her self. The process is quantifi ed in an 
almost pathological way:

for the fi fteenth time, she slipped away from him to look in the long mirrors of Car One 

Hundred’s mahogany bath- room—to open her blue bag, and to take up combs and to 

unfold beautifully folded white crepe de chine and lace and ribbons, and to open little 

jars and little boxes and little bottles until the long mirrors could give her enough cour-

age to slip back beside Charlton Cunningham, and to wait for his brown eyes to open 

into her brown eyes, and to wait for another second until his lips kissed her waiting lips 

and his golden body kissed her waiting body. (10–11)25

Evelyn rises before dawn to prepare her image carefully and ritualistically to meet 
her husband’s satisfaction, using mirrors as a substitute for his gaze; her eyes and 
body merely “wait” and mirror his movements and his will. In another scene, she 
“looked quickly and carefully from one long mirror to its refl ection in the other 
long mirror. And she gave the mirror the smile she would give her husband” (17). 
Rendered in this scene is Evelyn’s sense that the mirror refl ects everything—
another mirror, her smile—but will not illuminate her self to herself; both the 
refl ecting surface and the refracted image are intended for someone else’s con-
sumption. This fatal narcissism betrays its carefully quantifi ed worth when she 
appraises her body in the mirror in terms of calculating detachment, recognizing 
its strangeness much as Wright’s underground man examines the stolen dollar 
bills as if he is completely unacquainted with them. As an object whose carefully 
maintained value is not accorded to her but to her husband, this alienation di-
vulges an uncanny truth:

 She looked at the straight line which went down to the sudden curve of her hips, 

and which had been something called a fi gure, and something to be recorded in a 
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dressmaker’s measurements when she ordered a new frock, or in a tailor’s more care-

ful measurements when she ordered a new coat and skirt or a new habit. . . . And she 

looked down past the curve which had been the most carefully measured part of her 

fi gure, and which became two strangely divided legs. . . . Then her eyes followed the 

strange division back up to her familiar shoulders . . . and she stood still and thought 

of the moment when . . . he could see her and touch her, and when this strange fi gure 

had united with her familiar head and when it had become her body. (50–51)

Importantly, her erogenous zones below the waist are strange to her, measured 
and thus known only by her husband more “carefully” and thoroughly than even 
the tailor who suits her in fi ne clothes. This unfamiliar geometrical body is unin-
telligible to her until her husband returns home to “see her and touch her” and 
unify her head and her sexuality into a complete unit called “her body” (49–50). 
Years later, after a lessening of her husband’s affection and measurement, Evelyn 
glances at her throat, hips, and breasts in the mirror to remind her of the long- ago 
honeymoon moment when those parts fi rst “had become her body” (290); she 
turns away from the mirror quickly, its refl ection no longer of value.26

For the mistress whose love will never be authorized in the precise equation of 
marriage, solitude promises a more immediate physical deterioration. For Isabel 
Ramsay, Charlton Cunningham’s deferred affection fails to give her body mean-
ing like Evelyn’s, but his teasing presence and social inaccessibility are calculated 
obsessively in Isabel’s own “mental arithmetic” (189)—exactly the phrase used to 
describe Katharine’s pathological calculations—of minutes, hours, and days. She 
can think about little else in the agonizing, measured space between their encoun-
ters; a bright, bookish, well- employed woman, she nonetheless feels her powers 
of attention wane, “discovering again that her memory was only part of her body, 
and that it was slipping away from the clutching hold of something which was not 
her tired mind, and which she called herself ” (201). The “something” beyond 
her mind that she cannot identify is similar to what Evelyn perceives strangely 
below her waist, the foreign territory that has meaning and measure only when 
Charlton surveys it; Isabel does not have even that privilege, yet disastrously 
her identity hinges on the need for it, that thing “which she called herself ” and 
which it seems she will never attain. She imagines ominously that the unrequited 
yearning leaves “little circles cut out of her own body and her own mind” (210).

When she attempts to forget him, she suffers more—and masochistically at 
her own hands, just as Dorothy submits voluntarily to her own debasement and 
abuse. Isabel engages in further emptying her body of the signifi cance Charlton 
will not give her, which entails a bulimic (and precisely quantifi able) purging of her 
stomach’s contents: “She remembered the rushing misery her body had felt while 
she was pressing her longest fi nger down her resisting throat half a dozen times” 
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(211–12). Isabel’s only consolation, like Katharine’s, comes repeatedly in the body 
of a letter, of paper and words and “the sharp corner of a long white envelope” 
held hard against “both of her breasts”—leaving her “blazing with happiness . . . 
because only  twenty- nine hours had passed since the minute when her two names 
had been written on the white envelope” (212). That Newman’s women are so 
carefully created, controlled, and depleted by the men who desire them makes the 
otherwise tender treatment of the love letter here wrenching; the mere appearance 
on the envelope of Isabel’s “two names” in Charlton’s hand fi lls her with plenitude 
and inspires her orgasmic happiness. Alone, she is haunted by her insignifi cance.

The novel ends with both women alone: Charlton succumbs to a sudden ill-
ness and disappears from their lives forever. We do not know Isabel’s fate after 
this shattering event, but we can infer that it is desolate: as she thinks in the mo-
ments before Charlton’s death, “if a life founded on love pauses for a second, it 
pauses like an airplane which has nothing more dependable than air and water be-
tween itself and hell” (266). In a terrible moment of foreshadowing, we thus un-
derstand that the bottom is about to fall out of her world: without him, “she would 
be like the letter which she had once dropped down on that hearth, and which 
had become ashes without ever becoming fi re” (266). The wife who became fi re 
under Charlton’s touch will fare little better: she goes on but is harnessed ineluc-
tably to a past in which Charlton’s memory is still alive. In a long closing scene 
twelve years later, Evelyn is slowly dressing, and as she covers each “beautifully 
tended” foot or hand with an article of clothing, she is swept into some memory 
or other of her husband. Even dead, he remains a constant presence that attends 
her every move and appreciation of her body; the grief momentarily cripples her: 
“when the heavy shell of pain broke again in her body, she dropped down on her 
knees with her cold cheek against the smooth cold wood” just as Isabel had once 
“been kneeling on the fl oor of her  apple- green bath- room on Screven Road” try-
ing to rid her body of its “rushing misery” (293, 282). But for both women, the 
kneeling subjection and breaking body signifi es love, and the ultimate victory is 
not necessarily in winning its bounty but rather in never losing it. As the novel’s 
title implies, in death Charlton would fi nally and irreversibly be faithful to his 
wife, the guttering equation of lessening affection no longer plummeting at her 
expense. This sober recognition allows the novel to end with Evelyn “walking at 
last on the green oasis of a memory over which she was dropping the victorious 
curtain of her very long black crape veil” (295). A compromised victory, indeed.

Stealing the Self and Owning Nothing

Both Loos’s and Newman’s stories—fi ctional and autobiographical—make clear 
that resisting the compulsion and ratifi cation of marriage does not necessarily 
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allow the southern woman the alternative of owning herself. In the following 
decade when Katherine Anne Porter was writing her passionately feminist works, 
little had changed. Yet Porter’s characters begin desperately to toss away the no-
tion of love and to jettison the South along with it; but as far as they throw these 
ideas and themselves, they cannot seem to get away from the terms that defi ne 
and delimit them, and they essentially become thieves of their own chances for 
happiness and prosperity in this world. Darlene Harbour Unrue tells us that 
“Porter’s earliest political activities were feminist and socialist,” a natural con-
fl uence to address women’s particular struggle in an increasingly capitalist world 
(“Katherine Anne Porter” 119). Yet Porter’s life was contradictory in all sorts 
of troubling ways; in an attempt to write an “honest biography” of the endlessly 
misunderstood writer, Unrue notes that it is not just the facts of Porter’s life 
that are contradictory (no one knows, for instance, just how many husbands she 
had) but the woman herself.27 A crucial incongruity at the core of her identity 
and art was the disjunct between her aristocratic “white- pillar” ancestry (Unrue, 
Katherine Anne Porter xxiii) and her actual, land- poor, motherless upbringing in 
Indian Creek, Texas. Unrue conjectures that Porter compensates for the realities 
of her inauspicious start by constantly searching in her work for both “home” 
and “love,” images grounded for her in fantasies of traditionally southern high 
society and the adoration of men (xxvii); living far from the South most of her life 
and cycling through husbands and lovers at a dizzying rate, it seems she spent her 
entire life searching for both.

Visible in Porter’s fi ction is a restless desire to leave behind those fantasies 
of the South and the men who would complete her. Like Newman and Loos, 
however, Porter’s work reveals characters anchored to it body and soul. Her aptly 
titled short story “Theft,” which appears in her collection Flowering Judas and 
Other Stories, depicts one of her many independent women who resists society’s 
expectations, is courted by several men (some married), and lives alone. In keep-
ing with the narrator’s apparently liberated persona, the title might seem to refer 
to her theft of herself from the demands of men and marriage; but we soon learn 
differently. Her symbol of both economic freedom and sexual license is, sug-
gestively, a purse: “That’s beautiful, that purse,” her friend Roger notices, and 
she responds, “It’s a birthday present . . . and I like it” (71). Associated with her 
birthday, the purse becomes an obvious metonym for her identity; both she and 
the bag are things praised as “beautiful” by a male companion—but this pretti-
ness itself, we learn, is a gift from another man. A secondary meaning of “purse” 
is, of course, “a sum of money collected as a present” or “prize,” tying her iden-
tity more clearly to the material reward supplied by male benefactors. When she 
admits “I like it,” she betrays her reluctant ties to the sexual economy that sup-
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plies and endorses her beauty—her most personal possession and yet something 
she does not actually own.28

Indeed, we soon discover that this beautiful purse is perpetually empty. Living 
stubbornly alone, this woman continually loses more capital; she rifl es through 
the bag looking for enough change to pay her own taxi fare home (69). She ends 
up sharing a taxi with Roger instead, underscoring symbolically that her mobility 
still depends upon male assistance. And still she pays for it: she chips in a dime 
at Roger’s request. Once home, she sees her neighbor Bill, who owes her money; 
instead of paying her, he “went on to ask her if she realized his wife was ruining 
him with her extravagance” (72).29 The message in the world that Porter depicts 
is that women are mere commodities who dole out their beauty and themselves 
ceaselessly to the men in their lives, cash a mere proxy for parts of their souls 
that they give and take like coins. As Unrue observes, in fact “all of the other 
characters in this story are associated with the protagonist by money” (“kap, 
Politics” 123), suggesting that these are the only ties that create and defi ne sig-
nifi cant social relationships. The narrator continues paying out her small reserves 
to variously noncommittal men who seem to demand and deserve such shares. 
“‘Let it go then,’” she tells Bill wearily, essentially forgiving the debt to preserve 
the relationship and avoid being perceived as another “extravagant” woman in 
his life (73).

The story is clearly a critique of the economic ties that substitute for relation-
ships, much like Hurston’s “Gilded Six- Bits.” But as in Hurston’s story, this 
theme cannot be separated from the narrator’s embattled quest for true compan-
ionship and love. Unrue’s notion that love offers the protagonist an alternative, 
“the only deterrent against the spiritual vacuum of materialism” (“Katherine 
Anne Porter” 124), and that somehow she has simply been until this point too 
hampered by “apathy” to realize it might be true in an idealized sense, but what 
the story ultimately reveals is something much bleaker about love’s contamina-
tion by the exigencies of materialism, a certainty that Porter’s acute familiarity 
with capitalism and socialism would have given her. While the narrator spends 
endless amounts of emotional capital on unavailable men, none of them are free 
to propose to her; because she is not playing the marriage market correctly, she 
is not being robbed but is in fact stealing from herself. Her worth as a woman 
lies entirely in the metonym of her purse, the symbolic container of her value 
to a potential husband; yet she keeps giving it and herself away to unworthy and 
unavailable men, which implies, as a cool breakup letter tells her, that she is “not 
worth” the trouble. Upstairs in her room she worries over her “empty purse”; the 
suggestion that she has diminished her own worth and stolen her own chances is 
made clearer when the purse itself is stolen. She knows instantly that the janitress 
must have taken it, but her fi rst reaction echoes the way she forgave Bill’s debt. 



The Measures of Love 125

“Then let it go,” she tells herself, apparently inured to the condition of divest-
ment. But she fi nds quickly that she cannot simply let go of this container for 
her own soul, empty though it is. She confronts the janitress and explains that 
the item has no value to anyone but herself: “‘Will you please give me back my 
purse? There isn’t any money in it. It was a present, and I don’t want to lose it’” 
(74). She herself is a gift, she knows, one she is anxious to keep for herself rather 
than continue to give away. The cleaning woman admits the theft but justifi es it 
according to the rules of the marriage market: she has stolen it for her niece who 
“‘is young and needs pretty things. . . . She’s got young men after her maybe will 
want to marry her. . . . You’re a grown woman, you’ve had your chance.’” The 
narrator, obviously wounded, then replies, “‘You musn’t act as if I had stolen it 
from you,’” to which the janitress fi nally responds, “‘It’s not from me, it’s from 
[my niece] you’re stealing it’” (75).

The purse represents the woman’s young, pretty, marketable self, something 
that belongs only to youthful nieces and not  washed- up, solitary women like the 
narrator. Empty or not, the purse’s potential has already been wasted and stolen 
many times over, and now it actually belongs to someone more deserving of its 
worth. It doesn’t matter that this woman wants to keep herself for herself rather 
than lose that gift to a man or even to the next round of ill- fated young bachelor-
ettes; such liberty is simply not a viable option. Her very independence amounts 
to the theft of her value and integrity:

She remembered how she had never locked a door in her life, on some principle of 

rejection in her that made her uncomfortable in the ownership of things, and her para-

doxical boast before the warning of her friends, that she had never lost a penny by 

theft. . . . In this moment she felt that she had been robbed of an enormous number of 

valuable things, whether material or intangible: things lost or broken by her own fault, 

things she had forgotten and left in houses when she moved: books borrowed from her 

and not returned, journeys she had planned and not made, words she had waited to 

hear spoken to her and had not heard, and the words she had meant to answer with; bit-

ter alternatives and intolerable substitutes worse than nothing, and yet inescapable: the 

long patient suffering of dying friendships and the dark inexplicable death of love—all 

that she had had, and all that she had missed, were lost together, and were twice lost in 

this landslide of remembered losses. . . . She laid the purse down on the table . . . and 

thought: I was right not to be afraid of any thief but myself, who will end by leaving 

me nothing. (74–75)

In this remarkable catalog of losses the narrator realizes that her resistance to a 
world of locked doors and anxious possessiveness is futile; in an attempt to fi nd 
“alternatives” and “substitutes” she has encountered only bitterness, death, and 
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loss. Worse, she can only blame herself in the end, having found no substitutes 
to these dictates.

The alternative for such women is to exist alone and bereft. Worse, as Fanon 
has described the “devaluation of self,” the postcolonial subject tired of being 
abandoned and hurt no longer wishes to be loved; the ominous aftermath of such 
rejection, however, makes one more vulnerable to the renewed desire simply to 
please others (75). While there is little in “Theft” to tie Porter’s vision to spe-
cifi cally southern iterations, many of her works do return to this setting as a 
source for the spiritual impoverishment of her female characters. One of her 
most frequently discussed characters, Miranda, offers another example of hope-
ful feminist impulses thwarted by the adherent expectations and codes of south-
ern social logic.30 Like the narrator of “Theft,” Miranda wards off traditional 
notions of domesticity and marriage, partly because she has grown up listening 
to legends about her beautiful, doomed Aunt Amy while on visits home from a 
convent school in the Deep South. The straitening atmosphere of Miranda’s 
convent education is paralleled by the stories, the picture frame, and the corsets 
that literally confi ne her willful, rebellious aunt. At the end of “Old Mortality,” 
Miranda attempts to escape the demands that stymied her aunt by marrying 
young and impulsively. She soon regrets the loss of her independence and, in 
“ignorance” and “hopefulness” decides to “run away from marriage” too: “she 
was not going to stay in any place, with anyone, that threatened to forbid her 
making her own discoveries, that said ‘No’ to her” (61, 60). Importantly, her 
rebellion is against her aristocratic southern family—“cousins,” “ties of blood,” 
“this house” (60)—as much as her husband and his family. She wants to possess 
her own life and mind: “It is something of my own, she thought in a fury of jeal-
ous possessiveness, what shall I make of it?” (61). She resolves to forget the past: 
“her mind closed stubbornly against remembering” and she thinks, like Fanon, 
“I hate love. . . . I hate loving and being loved, I hate it” (61).

“Old Mortality” ends with Miranda’s intent to abdicate love, leave the fam-
ily, her marriage, and presumably the South; we encounter her character next 
in “Pale Horse, Pale Rider,” writing articles for a Colorado newspaper and sup-
porting herself. Not incidentally, this movement mirrors Porter’s own escape to 
Denver from Texas and from her fi rst husband (Unrue, “Katherine Anne Porter” 
120). But Miranda’s new independence proves fraught with anxiety and linger-
ing reminders of the past she left behind. The few overt references to the South 
suggest that Miranda has moved beyond her attachment to the South, though the 
story begins with her dreaming about it and waking to her present moment and 
exile only “slowly, unwillingly” (115). We sense increasingly that she has not fully 
forgotten the South, nor does she necessarily want to. This dream, beginning a 
story that will be fi lled with such presage and foreshadowing, indicates that her 
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subconscious returns to these origins will prove her undoing: the dream centers 
on a visage of death, drawn importantly from the lyrics of a Negro spiritual: the 
pale horse and pale rider of the story’s title, which she and her doomed lover 
sing together as they remember a shared plantation past. The plot turns on this 
ill- fated romance: now divorced, she has fallen in love with a soldier home on 
leave from World War I during the height of the 1918 infl uenza outbreak, a dark 
backdrop for her struggle to create a new, autonomous life.

Again, monetary worth is intimately bound to the woman’s quest for self-
 actualization and romantic affirmation. Paid little as an underappreciated female 
journalist, Miranda is pressured by a government agent to buy a war bond that 
she cannot afford. At fi rst, her romance with Adam is a pleasant experience that 
distracts her from her fi nancial woes; soon, though, she faces herself in a mirror 
and realizes how deeply her love and her fi nances are entangled:

[Adam] was in her mind so much, she hardly knew when she was thinking about him 

directly. His image was simply always present in more or less degree . . . the pleas-

antest, the only really pleasant thought she had. She examined her face in the mirror 

between the windows and decided that her uneasiness was not all imagination. For 

three days at least she had felt odd and her expression was unfamiliar. She would have 

to raise that fi fty dollars somehow, she supposed. . . . No, she did not fi nd herself a 

pleasant sight. . . . I must do something about this, I can’t let Adam see me like this, 

she told herself. . . . (122–23)

With Adam always on her mind and informing her sense of herself, she fi nds 
her own refl ection “unfamiliar.” As we read on, we discover that her uneasiness 
actually signals the early symptoms of the infl uenza epidemic sweeping the city; 
before literal sickness takes over, she fi nds her well- being affected fi rst by Adam’s 
infi ltration of her psyche, and second by her desperation to accumulate enough 
money to purchase a war bond. Figuratively, her material worth and her impres-
sion of herself as a sexual object collide, and it becomes impossible to tell just 
which situation is distressing her more; improving one situation thus necessarily 
entails remedying the other. Ultimately, the combined struggle is too great: she 
can neither raise the money nor keep the man. Adam dies from infl uenza while 
Miranda eventually recovers but struggles to fi nd the desire to return to life.

In the end Miranda has nothing: a “corpse” of herself in the mirror, the ghost 
of Adam “more alive than she was,” and her own voice saying “I love you” to him, 
“the last intolerable cheat of her heart” (164–65). After “Old Mortality,” she was 
supposed to know better; but the persistent death of the southern belle’s desires 
(old mortality, indeed) haunts her, and it is plausible that she will repeat these 
acts of “bitter desire” and emotional deprivation. The closing revelation of the 
narrator in “Theft,” that she will “end by leaving [herself] nothing” is echoed by 
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Miranda’s hopeful resolution in “Pale Horse, Pale Rider”: “Nothing. Nothing is 
mine, I have only nothing but it is enough, it is beautiful and it is all mine” (114). 
The “nothing” of this existence becomes, in the end, ironically reversed as she re-
enters the world of the living: “Now there would be time for everything” (165).

How can the despair, the ashes, the nothingness, and the rushing misery of 
the attempts of all these women at self- realization possibly come suddenly to 
symbolize “everything”? There is in all of these works something profoundly 
moving in the failed attempts to have freedom and self- fulfi llment at all costs 
and the determination to “own” anything at all—even a beautiful “nothing.” 
Miranda learns on behalf of all Porter’s women that, as DeMouy suggests, “be-
ing free means being alone”; perhaps this option amounts to Faulkner’s famously 
agonized choice, “between grief and nothing, I will take grief ” (6). In the “free,” 
capitalist world that succeeded slavery, the same chains of economic inequity 
relegate slaves and women both to a different but equally binding calculi of iden-
tity and worth. The South’s variously circumscribed women seek to establish 
autonomy on the fringes of a new capitalist order imbued with the same exclu-
sionary principles, declaring, “It’s my life. What shall I make of it?” But in these 
daring moments of self- possession, the challenge to “make” something, least of 
all the self, in a world of overdetermined and contaminated modes of produc-
tion proves ultimately defeating. The optimistic “everything” that should greet 
emancipated blacks and females in the twentieth century needs somehow to be 
purged of its old formulas and constructions for self- appraisal and worth, yet that 
freshness seems nowhere on the horizon of a capitalist future. Like Faulkner’s 
Addie Bundren, these characters thus look wistfully on the blank spaces and the 
nothingness of self that herald their entrance into an economy that defi nes, de-
limits, and “crushes” them, making a “nothing” that is “all mine” paradoxically 
and tragically the most beautiful thing of all.



“Something’s missing in me! Something’s missing!”
alice walker, MERIDIAN

Fractional, contingent, and impoverished spiritually, the modern 
southerners of the previous chapters would have found the con-
temporary South a dazzling scene of plenitude and possibility. 
Or would they? “By the mid- 1960s,” Pete Daniel recounts, “both 
the rural and urban South had changed in ways that frustrated, 
astounded, and often upset southerners” (Lost Revolutions 2). So 
much had changed that by midcentury “southern distinctiveness 
appeared to be doomed. In quick sequence the region encoun-
tered the bulldozer revolution, the urban breakthrough, the civil 
rights movement, and the disruption of the Solid South” (Tindall 
3). Following the economic crises and Depression of the 1920s 
and 1930s, the New Deal, and World War II, the South gathered 
strength, industry, diversifi cation, relative prosperity, and the 
courage to confront its longstanding internal confl icts and arrested 
development. The 1970s saw the South gradually absorbed into 
a developing Sun Belt of rapid and prosperous industrialization, 
making the South “more prosperous than in over a century,” its 
economic rehabilitation “matched, or almost matched, by im-
proved education and other government services, narrowing the 
statistical lag of the South in almost every index of human achieve-
ment” (Conkin 177).1 Paul Conkin was writing in 1988 in order to 
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show how “the acclaimed success of the modern sunbelt South mocks both the 
critique and the goals of Southern Agrarians,” a prize won when the South real-
ized it had no other options but to stay the industrial course (177). The results 
have been dramatic. By 1980, much of the recognizably rural, folk South and its 
rigidly organized communities had been altered by urban expansion, migration 
and immigration, and an increased focus on individual opportunity and progress. 
Today, national franchises dot an increasingly modernized landscape, and cities 
like Atlanta could easily be mistaken for northern, cosmopolitan metropolises.

There is, of course, a dark underside to capitalist growth and advancement. 
Despite marked material gains, a profound “sense of loss” still marks the rise of 
the contemporary South for more than just belated Agrarians (178). Indeed, the 
shock of such vast economic and social change “exacted a heavy toll in human 
suffering” felt both materially and psychologically (Bartley xi). Elite members of 
the New South became, in many ways, more self- interested than ever; as Numan 
Bartley notes, a new “autonomous individualism that elevated achievement, 
self- fulfi llment, and material gain sustained a regional commitment to economic 
growth and development” (New South xii). Put this way, U.S. capitalist principles 
seem to have infi ltrated and reorganized the South in such a way as to insure 
its lasting dedication to the national ideals of economic progress and expansion 
through the agency of individuals rather than communities or classes. But if the 
earlier chapters have demonstrated anything, it has been the perverse develop-
ment of southern individualism under American capitalist priorities in the early 
decades of modernity and regional change. Attempts at forging autonomy within 
such a system are fi gured again and again as moments of calculating narcissism, 
self- searching projects associated fundamentally with the fetish of material in-
crease, human quantifi cation, and accumulation, often at the expense of a per-
ceived inferior other (chapter 1), or, for those “others” themselves (chapters 2 
and 3), the sacrifi ce and effacement of the historically and persistently marginal-
ized self. Under the vexed terms so far understood to signify economic “pro-
gress,” the psyches conditioned to measure and quantify themselves within a 
seemingly alien, exploitative, and divisive system only intensify in the bloom of 
the contemporary Sun Belt South.

Indeed, the tantalizing possibility of “having it all” belies the reality that the 
marketplace’s “all” is a collection of fetishes for the self that promise substance 
but deliver emptiness and waste. In his 1975 work The Mirror of Production, 
French social theorist Jean Baudrillard states that “at the level of all political 
economy there is something of what Lacan describes in the mirror stage: through 
this scheme of production, this mirror of production, the human species comes 
to consciousness” (19). Fundamentally dependent upon location within this cor-
rupt order, the searching self disappears into a virtual prism of fetish objects 
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in the marketplace. Signifi cantly, Baudrillard’s assessment came at about the 
same cultural moment that Walker Percy and Alice Walker were writing their 
most revealing texts about the southern self ’s spiraling immateriality—The Last 
Gentleman (1966) and Meridian (1976). By 1994, just two years after Allison pub-
lished Bastard Out of Carolina, Baudrillard suggests that the “rational” poles 
by which we measure and construct our material identities have become utter, 
vacant quantities, expressions of their fabrication by the mechanisms of capital 
culture: “abstraction is no longer that of the map, the double, the mirror, or the 
concept. . . . It is the generation by models of a real without origin or reality: 
a hyperreal” (Simulacra 1). Baudrillard’s insights cohere with the postcolonial 
idea that a subjugated people, inured to a practice of identifying and fulfi lling 
themselves by means of the dominant culture’s methods and values, soon be-
comes emptied of “real” reference and becomes a mere container for social value 
and orientation prescribed from an inimical without. Arjun Appadurai adapts 
Baudrillard’s concept to describe the global migrations and exchanges of con-
temporary postcolonial societies as “a global culture of the hyperreal” (29). The 
contemporary texts I address in this chapter illustrate the ne plus ultra of the 
quantifying colonial pathology for subsequent generations plagued by the “hy-
perreal” vacancy of the present, which incites masochistic returns to the terms 
and fi gures of historical codifi cation and presencing.

While most contemporary writers are far from memorializing the passage of 
the Old South, they nonetheless embody the lasting priorities of its confl icted, 
inimical economy of human worth and value. An increase in the possibilities for 
material fulfi llment fails to bring real gratifi cation to the individuals foreclosed 
from such goods on the basis of their class or racial immurement; and even when 
accessible, the world of market relations proves tawdry and counterfeit, offering 
only mirrors of empty satisfaction. These vacant searchers thus appeal to old 
methods, looking for refl ections that secure wholeness and value by opposition, a 
credit balanced by an authorizing debit, or an authoritative master to give the self-
 meaning and value. Unable to count on the region’s shifting, ascendant, increas-
ingly hybrid Others, the postmodern southern self recomputes a measurable, 
valuable identity. Often and paradoxically, though, this entails succumbing to a 
reality of emptiness and worthlessness, a masochistic retreat into a quantifi able 
nothingness that renders the self abject, lonely, debased—but recognizable and 
measurable in a postcolonial world unable to shake its mathematical moorings. In 
short, the simple triumph of owning “nothing” heralded by the women in chap-
ter 3 becomes in fact the only available retreat for contemporary southerners.

As the previous chapters have demonstrated, the self- seeking and  credit- 
hungry position is occupied, with differing degrees of comfort and success, by 
both dispossessed white elite and their victimized subjects; whites, blacks, and 
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women are alike dependent on precise balances of value making. In the recu-
perating South of the twentieth century, all too are grasping in isolation for the 
means of material success and personal gratifi cation. Many contemporary south-
ern writers seem troubled not so much by the threat of miscegenation or loss of 
purity embodied in these new hybrid identities; rather, they all seem increasingly 
aware that they simply do not know how to be without recourse to the equations 
of identity and value that have long contributed to the southern sense of self. 
Often without even knowing why, these dislocated and spiritually impoverished 
fi gures fi nd themselves reacting to the guttering of regional and personal identity 
by grasping for the mathematics of self- presencing.2 Inevitably, one person’s rise 
requires another’s debasement. What they often end up accepting, paradoxically, 
is the emptiness and estrangement associated with their perceived denigration, 
palatable simply because it is measurable and real. This chapter purposefully 
brings together a representative from each of three radically divergent subject 
positions—the elite white male from the Deep South (Walker Percy), the “white 
trash” South Carolinian lesbian (Dorothy Allison), and the  cross- cultural African 
American woman (Alice Walker)—in an effort to show how pervasively, unspar-
ingly, and increasingly the rhetoric of value, hierarchy, and debasement continues 
to saturate contemporary southern culture.

The triumph of American individualism and entrepreneurship in the contem-
porary South did not thoroughly dispel this region’s attachment to class, race, 
and  community- based thinking. Likewise, the apparent success of desegregation 
legislation and the improvement of civil rights for southern blacks did not yield 
an immediate abandonment of long- held attitudes toward race. Local southern 
governments were resistant and at times openly hostile to federal interventions, 
such as 1954’s Brown v. Board of Education decision, to dismantle the region’s 
stubborn attachment to racial apartheid (Bartley, Rise 187). While the expansive 
body of scholarly work on the civil rights movement rarely fails to comment on 
local white governments’ resistance to these changes, only a handful of scholars 
have produced close, sustained studies of white segregationists’ and suprema-
cists’ violent opposition to the dismantling of legislation that preserved the racial 
boundaries of their world.3 Likewise, while women throughout the nation have 
enjoyed substantial gains in civil rights and social equality since the time when 
Newman, Loos, and Porter were writing, their successors have had to contend 
with the religious Right and organizations like stop era, which resisted the 
“forced equality” of federal policies in the arenas of gender as well as race (E. 
Turner 364). In keeping with the tangle of racial and sexual codes that had always 
defi ned the Old South, the same southerners who opposed desegregation tended 
also to resist women’s liberation. While there are a growing number of excel-
lent studies on feminist activism, including the South’s contributions, Elizabeth 
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Hayes Turner points out that there remains a signifi cant dearth of attention to 
women in several areas and moments of southern history, particularly during the 
civil rights movement and in the rise of southern Republicanism that followed 
(365). Critical evasions like these seem compatible with a general American ten-
dency to focus on progress and to value any and all signs of growth (particularly 
economic) as unequivocally positive. Surely the abandonment of racial apartheid 
and stifl ing gender inequities deserves to be celebrated; but what happens when 
we ignore the casualties along the way, the fault lines of personal devastation left 
behind by moments of  earth- shattering change? Further, what happens when 
progress itself deepens the chasms of inequity that already exist in a society? 
Indeed, as individuals from different classes, races, and genders, the writers in 
this chapter all awake to a bleak awareness that their lives and identities remain 
fatefully intertwined.

For example, whiteness as a concept and race developed in America as a fi ction 
to support the segregation and debasement of a darker other; as W. E. B. DuBois 
once noted, “the discovery of a personal whiteness among the world’s peoples is 
a very modern thing—a nineteenth and twentieth century matter indeed” (qtd. 
in Hale 3). In Making Whiteness Grace Elizabeth Hale uses this observation to 
launch her own investigation of how the American South under Jim Crow served 
“to give whiteness a color” and to intensify our modern American “biracial ge-
nius” wherein we deny the ambient fact of racial mixing (3). Even in its postslav-
ery reconfi gurations, southern identity remains a recognizably, essentially black 
or white phenomenon. Yet the writers discussed in this chapter all seem acutely 
aware that the biracial paradigm anchoring them to coordinates of status and 
value have increasingly less reality but continued force in a contemporary South 
marked by a grudging awareness and repression of its hybridity, immigration, 
and mobility. Chapter 5 examines the voices emerging from these disruptive, oc-
cluded, non-black-or-white elements of the contemporary South; but at the end 
of this chapter, it is important to turn briefl y to the uneasy and revealing ways in 
which these “other” traces have infi ltrated the biracial bodies of this chapter’s au-
thors and protagonists. Specifi cally, in an attempt to move beyond the binary fi c-
tions of identity that constrain them, these fi gures revert to perhaps the deepest 
and most submerged traces of otherness in southern culture: those of removed 
Native American Indians.

While these resurrections seem partly to be attempts to revive the remnants of 
a radically demolished and kindred race upon whose bodies and lands the biracial 
plantation South could fl ourish, in the end these possessions by Indian ghosts 
serve uncanny nativist or elegiac purposes. Scholars have been slow to acknowl-
edge the survival of the Southeast’s Indians in its communities and texts. One ex-
planation for this may be as simple as it is troubling: contemporary southeastern 
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Indians were largely assumed to be either exiled or extinct after the Jacksonian 
removal period of the 1830s. Southerners do often mourn this shameful past, 
but their apologies tend to have back- looking and backhanded benefi ts. In I’ll 
Take My Stand the Agrarians ally themselves with Native Americans as groups 
similarly victimized by America’s material aggressions.4 Such gestures indicate 
how powerfully the modern South—itself struggling to survive the North’s 
economic, political, and cultural dominance—had already distanced itself from 
complicity in Native American displacement, actions initiated primarily in the 
occluded economic interests of the very plantation system the Agrarians vener-
ate. While such narratives form the backdrop of all American settlement, Mick 
and Ben Gidley suggest that “the eradication of Indian tribes in the Southeast 
was probably more wholesale than in any other culture area” (167). Subsequently, 
the idea of a southeastern Indian has become virtually obsolete, emblematic of 
an “entire vanished way of life” (J. Peterson 4). Memorializing Indian extinction 
provides a sympathetic narrative as well as an instructive parable: both black 
and white southerners tend to cling to Native infl uences as ways to deepen their 
own victimization and to arouse noble resistance. Ultimately, though, these use-
ful indigenous analogues remain submerged, surfacing only briefl y to serve the 
narcissism of “real” contemporary southerners in persistently  black- and- white 
equations; in this elegant algebra, the Indian is placeholder and zero—the empty 
fi gure of balance upon which these equations continue to rest and thrive. White 
and black writers’ vexed ways of both remembering and forgetting Indians un-
cover the uncanny nativism still haunting the New South’s struggle to come to 
terms with its postcolonial perforations—and not yet its repressed colonial be-
ginnings. And importantly, they leave us with yet another vision of three diverse 
contemporary southerners desperate but unable to see beyond their own dizzy-
ing, debasing, depleted narcissism—and reaching fruitlessly for fetishes, both 
material and spiritual, that might sustain them.5

Empty Mirrors and Blank Pages: Illusions of the New New South

Walker Percy rarely shares more than a familial classifi cation with his neoaristo-
cratic uncle Will. The younger Percy and his critics have been emphatic in their 
assertions that, despite his deep admiration for the man who virtually raised him, 
Walker did not inherit the  planter- lawyer’s antiquated racial views, which we 
saw in chapter 1. In his introduction to Will Percy’s Lanterns, Walker Percy pays 
touching tribute to his late uncle but is careful to note that “his views on race 
relations . . . diverge from my own” (xi). Percy goes on to clarify that “even when 
I did not follow him, it was usually in relation to him, whether with him or against 
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him, that I defi ned myself and my own direction” (xi); he closes by asserting, “I 
owe him a debt which cannot be paid” (xviii). Developing his own views in con-
tradistinction to his uncle’s outdated ideals, Walker Percy nonetheless feels he 
“owes” much of his success to the generous man who took in and raised him and 
his brother after their mother’s apparent suicide; it is clear that Walker Percy’s 
“debt” to his uncle is both intensely personal and also possibly corrupted.6 My 
objective here is not to prove that the younger Percy in fact turned out to be racist 
like his uncle, as it was clear that he held progressive views. Those who knew or 
studied the younger Percy have been generous in lauding his apparent “commit-
ment to civil rights,” which he made material not just in his writing and personal 
relationships but in actual social reform measures, such as his participation in 
the development of a credit union in Covington, Louisiana, that helped several 
African American families purchase homes (Harwell 8–9). Throughout his life-
time Percy fl atly refused to be considered a “southern writer,” possibly to dis-
tance himself from being read too closely with the stereotypical southern views 
he often represents, and because writing as a neoaristocratic white man made him 
an easy target for accusations of racism. But as Makowsky conjectures, Percy, 
like Quentin, “plainly protested too much,” as it is clear that his work is indeed 
“preoccupied with Southern themes” from start to fi nish. Still, critics have for 
the most part tended to respect Percy’s self- assessment. Brannon Costello points 
out that “Percy’s concerns with race have gone relatively unexamined” by critics 
anxious to fold his racial consciousness into larger concerns about his religious 
or philosophical orientations (3); several years after this critical call to arms and 
Costello’s own postcolonial reading of Percy’s engagement with whiteness, there 
remains a dearth of attention to Percy’s confl icted attitudes as a southerner.7

Alice Walker and Dorothy Allison also attempt to situate themselves in con-
tradistinction to distasteful histories and attitudes; unlike Percy, these women 
have been personally diminished within southern society. In the end, though, 
they emerge on a similar plane: a hopeful position of enlightened empowerment 
that distances them from past forms of oppression yet evinces a troubling attach-
ment to the terms and structures of an archaic order. If Percy represents the new 
generation of reformed aristocratic paternalism, rich in ethical enlightenment, 
Walker and Allison herald the  working- class, racially and economically oppressed 
triumph over generations of insolvency. In her largely autobiographical In Search 
of Our Mothers’ Gardens, Walker contends optimistically that “there is a great 
deal of positive material I can draw from my ‘underprivileged’ background”; 
she emphasizes that “the richness of the black writer’s experience in the South 
can be remarkable,” and later reiterates the setting’s “enormous richness and 
beauty to draw from” (20, 18, 21). The emphatic return to the language of deca-
dence as compensation for her “underprivileged” reality indicates her desire to 
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manufacture a kind of prosperity from the terms of her subjection. Allison echoes 
this aspiration when she declares in an interview, “The rich and the upper class 
have been riding on our asses for hundreds of years, and I don’t want to see us 
made over into a story that glorifi es them. Our stories are glory enough.”8 Allison 
and Walker both evoke a kind of redemption that would reverse the usual terms 
of an economy wherein poor and unpaid workers historically sustained only the 
wallets and psychologies of the privileged. Assertions of “richness” by Walker 
or “glory” by Allison reclaim the suppressed and stolen value of their existence, 
economic and otherwise.

But all three of these writers are ultimately locked into the narcissistic ex-
clusion of their own radically different and personally imperative struggles. In 
a world long dependent on defi ning the self by opposition, and especially on 
compensating the denigrated self by trumping the oppressor, the contaminated 
terms of this victimization reappear uncannily even in seemingly emancipatory 
gestures—particularly when the region’s “progress” has made such oppositions 
and markers increasingly difficult to fi nd and fi x. In the three main texts under 
examination here—Walker Percy’s The Last Gentleman, Alice Walker’s Meridian, 
and Dorothy Allison’s Bastard Out of Carolina—the New South emerges as a 
space of changed commercial relationships and consequences; thus, it is not just 
human identifi cation and categorization that have altered, but the terms with 
and by which the self identifi es. As Percy’s protagonist Will Barrett observes, the 
South now “had everything the North had and more. They had a history, they 
had a place redolent with memories, they had good conversation, they believed in 
God and defended the Constitution, and they were getting rich in the bargain” 
(186). Fantastically and yet alarmingly, the South has managed to bargain its way 
into having both success and tradition: material progress need not come at the 
expense of “history” and “memories,” Will observes. Indeed, market capitalism 
is adorned naturally here by the “redolence” of slavery. The “bargain” struck 
allows the region both to preserve a traditional, religious, southern way of life 
and to profi t. A belief in the South’s ethical probity and entitlement underwrites 
this condition, as the region’s apparent surplus value—“everything the North 
had and more”—redeems its long- suffering dependency to northern whims and 
infl uences.

These signs of fi nancial and cultural survival do not automatically yield psy-
chological health for the region’s inhabitants; rather, the sheen of progress and 
accumulation seems to repress the hidden costs of its new order. “Nothing was 
wrong,” the narrator puzzles over Will’s dislocation, “but he got worse anyway. 
The happiness of the South drove him wild with despair” (187). The dazzling 
riches of the world Barrett enters turn out to be false things, some of them odd 
throwbacks to lost “heroic ages” (189), like the anachronistic and gaudy period 
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houses that the Vaughts and their peers build on the country club golf course. 
Like the past these nostalgic structures imitate, the South’s new constructions 
harbor the artifi ce of their presentation, the appearance of gilded surfaces cloak-
ing the aberrance within (just as Barrett discovers in his growing intimacy with 
the Vaught family itself ). In the manufactured purple bricks of the Vaught castle 
there is no convincing relation to the “real” or “natural,” no way to reproduce 
the old world that it desires to simulate—as Baudrillard says, the “modern sign 
dreams of its predecessor” but can only fi nd value in equivalents and simulacra 
(Symbolic Exchange 493). In Percy’s world these containers of hyperreality con-
fi rm the continued applicability of plantation priorities and the need to ground 
them more tangibly in the diffuse world of global market capitalism. Sensing cul-
tural evacuation, Will Barrett’s quest for self-fulfi llment fi nds him magnetically 
drawn to the counterfeit structures and values of this landscape.9

The Vaughts’ riches are, moreover, still not exactly the status quo in the Sun 
Belt South. Dorothy Allison’s Boatwrights are vivid examples of those south-
erners still enduring the meanest kind of poverty, toiling at blue- collar jobs and 
struggling to maintain honest lives despite their privation. Denied access to the 
goods and opportunities of the elite, they invest extravagantly in family and ro-
mantic relationships: “‘Love is just about the best thing we’ve got that don’t 
cost money,’” one of the Boatwright aunts declares (62). But while it doesn’t 
cost money, it does ultimately impoverish these characters—particularly the 
women. Doubly disadvantaged by class and gender,  working- class white women 
are released from the neoaristocratic expectations of the southern belle; but their 
searches for value are more gritty and imminent, actual economic struggles. For 
the characters represented in such conditions, poverty functions as a mechanism 
to deepen their unspent desires for independence and love, the best expression 
of self- worth they may ever encounter. Underscoring this is the perpetuation of 
class and racial divisions even in an increasingly mobile and mixed South: to be 
white “trash” in midcentury Greenville, South Carolina is, still, to be “nigger.”

As we see in Alice Walker’s novel, the denigrating fact of race—whether in-
herited by blood or transferred by class association—still disenfranchises one 
from the increased opportunities of the progressive South. The book’s opening 
scene of a mummifi ed white woman, on display for the poor whites and blacks 
who work at the town “guano plant,” extorts dimes from the population for a 
(literally) empty husk of entertainment and titillation. The image is a specter of 
what privileged white society offers its  working- class members—cheap, empty 
substitutes—but it is also an uncanny refl ection of their own desiccated lives: 
“the oddest thing about her  dried- up body,” the fake woman’s “widower” la-
ments, “was that its exposure to salt had caused it to darken” (20). The salt is en-
vironmental but could also suggest perspiration as a result of labor—a category 
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that “races” her simply because she exists in these segregated, exploitative sur-
roundings. Working at a guano plant signifi es the lowest possible form of labor, 
the most extravagant waste of life. There is a warning here to those who believe 
they deserve more: the  pseudo- negro, white  mummy- woman apparently met 
her death by becoming too greedy: she “had been given ‘everything she thought 
she wanted.’ . . . But she, ‘corrupted by the honeyed tongues of evildoers that 
dwell in high places far away,’ had gone outside the home to seek her ‘pleasur-
ing’” (20). The mummifi ed woman thus serves as a sort of warning to blacks, and 
particularly women, seeking mobility and gratifi cation apart from their already 
defi ned and constricted domestic roles, tantalized by evildoers in “high places 
far away”—that is, the capitalists of the North—to “thinking” they want things 
or experiences they have no business desiring. As one town resident spits, “‘the 
smell of guano don’t wash off ’” (20). Meridian Hill appears in this scene per-
forming the book’s fi rst dramatic episode of protest, but her own paralysis (she 
needs to be literally carried away from the display) and emaciation immediately 
trouble the message of resistance: how far will this frail husk of a woman be able 
to travel from that image of desiccated exploitation?

The terms of advancement in the New South conceal the system of inequity 
and disadvantage still operating at its heart, and a rhetoric of ambitious self-
 valuing haunts these fi gures’ most personal quests for betterment. In their most 
intimate self- expressions, the tantalizing prospect of wealth becomes apparent to 
all of these characters. The priorities and contradictions of the economy have be-
come transparent even to the neo- elite Walker Percy, who struggles to reestablish 
social coordinates with and for the dislocated and ascending Others who no lon-
ger offer him automatic superiority and value.10 Adrift without easy hierarchies, 
the world itself seems tawdry, cheap, and simulated. Perversely, mathematical 
markers become recognizable, internalized symbols of meaning and value remi-
niscent of a more stable way.

Fittingly, all of these texts’ protagonists fi rst come to consciousness in bombed 
or otherwise destroyed spaces that both sharply contradict the slick new surfaces 
of Woolworth’s commerce (in Allison) and purple country club castles (in Percy) 
and mirror the internal, dismantled state of the New South and these characters’ 
individual and communal psyches. Percy’s Will Barrett is an educated young man 
whom the narrator at times calls “the engineer”; despite his apparent intelligence, 
his mind functions on a purely mathematical track and slips periodically into re-
current amnesia and fugue states. While living out of the South, in New York, he 
often becomes disoriented and somnambulates back to Civil War battlefi elds in 
the South.11 “Much of the time,” the narrator explains, “he was like a man who 
has just crawled out of a bombed building” (11). While Derek Walcott famously 
designated amnesia the true New World condition in “The Muse of History,” it 
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is clear that part of Will’s forgetting pointedly laments the loss of a deep historical 
sensibility rather than the repression of a painful past. The  bombed- out condi-
tion of Will’s amnesia correlates precisely with his assessment of northern cities 
or otherwise “homeless” places, suggesting that these sites of exile are absent of 
the structures of history and rootedness cultivated so laboriously in the South 
(185, 186). When he does return home, though, he is devastated to fi nd its home-
less quality intensifi ed, “different” in all sorts of auspicious, progressive ways: “It 
was happy, victorious, Christian, rich, patriotic, and Republican. The happiness 
and serenity of the South disconcerted him” (185). He returns there, somewhat 
glibly, “to seek my fortune and restore the good name of my family, perhaps 
even recover Hampton plantation from the canebrakes and live out my days as 
a just man and little father to the faithful Negroes working in the fi elds” (151). 
Michael Kobre suggests that Will’s language here is “too broad to be read with-
out irony, the claim itself exaggerated to the point of caricature” (2). Certainly, 
Percy’s irony borders even on outright sarcasm here, but the social commentary 
underlying Will’s campy nostalgia seems distressingly serious: the canebrakes 
and fi elds he yearns for a bit too much are irretrievably lost, signaling a similar 
fate for his family’s “good name.” That is, he laments later that “backcountry 
everything was being torn down and built anew”; the space where he hoped to go 
“and discover his identity” refl ects to him only a wasteland of demolished his-
tory and a gleaming new vista of unfamiliar progress (79). The newness, not the 
hackneyed paternalism of old, is what plummets him into the blankness of hyper-
reality and anonymity. He fi nds himself even more dislocated now in a “bombed 
out,” “torn down” South mirroring his own ravaged consciousness, stripped of 
clear coordinates or directions. He is left “like a book with blank pages,” the led-
ger apparently cleared (13).

Meridian, the young black female activist in Alice Walker’s novel, ironically 
fi nds her calling in just such a  bombed- out place. Like Barrett, she has already 
spent much of her young life “wandering,” “listless,” simply withdrawn from a 
world she cannot seem to engage with (65, 72). She becomes promiscuous in a va-
cant, detached way, fi nds herself (with neither passion nor volition) pregnant and 
married as a teenager. On the same day that her young husband grows frustrated 
with her cold isolation and suddenly leaves her, she walks by a house that serves 
as headquarters for a black voter registration movement. The house is located 
in a black neighborhood, but is fi lled with both whites and African American 
activists involved in the increasingly interracial civil rights efforts; while watch-
ing the news the next morning, she sees the same house—or, rather, the place 
where the house used to be, as overnight it has been “demolished by fi rebombs” 
(73). In this moment, the narrator tells us, “Meridian became aware of the past 
and present of the larger world” (73). Like Barrett’s vision, this bombing clearly 
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evokes the hidden catastrophe of racial as well as economic progress; the forces 
invested in preserving the South’s status quo attempt violently to halt black pro-
gress and interracial cooperation. The event leaves Meridian similarly disori-
ented, in “a time of complete rest, like a faint. Her senses were stopped, while 
her body rested; only in her head did she feel something, and it was a sensation of 
lightness—a lightness like the inside of a drum. The air inside her head was pure 
of thought” (74)—much like Will Barrett’s “blank pages.” When, a month later, 
she volunteers to join the movement at its new headquarters, she “had no real 
idea” what she was getting into, only knew that “something about the bombing 
had attracted her, the obliteration of the house, the knowledge that had foreseen 
the destruction” (80). It is not the movement itself but the potential for danger 
and erasure that “attracts” her, the knowledge of historical progression and in-
evitability that promises all steps forward will ultimately lead these sleepwalkers 
backward into the horrors of the past. What draws her is not the bombing per se 
but the bitter taste of “knowledge.” Eerily like Will Barrett’s stunned inability to 
assimilate the new, ravaged features of his world, Meridian “knowingly” retreats 
to a past of opposition and violence that will ineluctably effect her own “oblitera-
tion.” This is the world into which she plunges boldly and in hopes of imprinting 
a history on her vacant and meaningless existence.

Similarly, Dorothy Allison’s young white protagonist Bone Boatwright is un-
able to tear her eyes away from the knowledge and visage of disaster associated 
with her own “white- nigger” aspirations. This happens fi rst in the literal explo-
sion of her own obverse image: her albino friend Shannon Pearl. The daughter 
of  middle- class but morally upstanding southerners, Shannon is by no means 
rich, but she nonetheless wields her family’s better circumstances and morality 
over Bone, with irrepressible “pride of family position,” offering food and treats 
with a mixture of condescension and “contempt” (162). But the Pearls also bring 
Bone along to the exciting gospel shows they manage; on one such trip Bone 
admires the voices of some colored singers in a nearby church, suggesting aloud 
that Mr. Pearl should sign them up as a gospel act. Shannon indignantly replies, 
“‘My daddy don’t handle niggers.’” Tellingly, Bone becomes incensed: “The 
way Shannon said ‘nigger’ tore at me, the tone pitched exactly like the echo-
ing sound of Aunt Madeline sneering ‘trash’ when she thought I wasn’t close 
enough to hear.” In rage at being implicitly “raced,” Bone screams, “You bitch, 
you  white- assed bitch,” to which Shannon responds “You . . . you trash. You 
nothing but trash” (171). In contradistinction to this exaggeratedly white albino 
girl, Bone feels the racial stigma of her “white trash” status in a way that is not at 
all new in southern experience. When Shannon semiaccidentally lights herself on 
fi re during a backyard barbecue, it would seem a liberating moment freeing Bone 
from the conscriptions of white rivalry. But Bone watches the catastrophe as if in 
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a mirror: “she was a little monster,” she thinks directly before the incident, “but 
she was my friend, and the kind of monster I could understand” (200). Then, in 
an instant, a fl ame licks the  lighter- fl uid can in Shannon’s hand and ignites “with 
a boom. The can exploded, and fi re ballooned out in a great rolling ball. . . . Her 
glasses went opaque, her eyes vanished. . . . Her dress was gone. I saw the smoke 
turn black and oily. I saw Shannon Pearl disappear from this world” (201). In 
the “black and oily” absence of Shannon—and, signifi cantly, the “glasses” and 
“eyes” that see and judge her—Bone is “haunted” (204). “Everything in my life 
was . . . uncertain,” she says. “I took to watching myself in mirrors to see what 
other people saw, to puzzle out just what showed them who I really was” (205). 
With the departure of Shannon “from this world,” Bone’s entire world explodes 
as well. She is left unsure just what, if anything, her own image projects and 
entails.

Will, Meridian, and Bone all fi nd themselves lost within devastated worlds in 
which the refl ective markers of their identities have been violently eclipsed. But 
these incidents all assert that such explosive,  bombed- out scenes are not erasures 
so much as absent presences: all still move in these ravaged places, in fact actively 
seek them out, trying to fi nd and reassemble the parts of themselves in the only 
ways they know. It seems no coincidence that the term “ground zero” is used often 
to designate the area just below the explosion of a bomb, the equivalent of which 
confronts these characters in crucial moments of identity formation;12 the ruins, 
like the “black and oily” mess of Shannon’s burned dress, refl ect the new con-
fi gurations of their postmodern identities. The “blank” conditions that these epi-
sodes initially trigger are quickly followed by  mirror- gazing searches like Bone’s, 
retreats into the old, combustible methods for assembling selfhood. In some ways, 
they even seem masochistically to seek out despair: Will in his “upside down con-
dition” of feeling good in bad environments, Meridian in her intrepid volunteer-
ing for “obliteration” and solitude, and Bone in her sexual fantasies about fi res or 
being publicly beaten. These images and experiences all provide perverse narcis-
sistic surfaces in which they recognize themselves as shattered beings; there, they 
begin actually to derive paradoxical satisfaction from the recognition of debase-
ment, with hopes for value and elevation compromised or obsolete. Like those of 
Newman’s characters, Bone’s frequent masturbations (and the fantasies of fi re or 
abuse they entail) are indications of self- pleasuring, narcissistic activities that have 
no productive or satisfactory outcome: “I orgasmed on my hand to the dream of 
fi re” (63), Bone tells us; “fi re” signifi es sexual arousal but also the specifi c mode 
of the death of her “whiter” half, her “monstrous” twin, Shannon. Later fantasies 
involve being publicly beaten by her stepfather. In such perversely narcissistic 
dreams, the conditioned certainty of being debased proves more desirable than the 
terrifying alternative of being erased, nothing, “zero.”
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For Will this utter absence of identity is what compels him constantly to seek 
out a historical or affiliated self in a way that neither Meridian nor Bone can 
dream of doing. Yet Will is hardly more successful in his quest, as he discovers 
that the new world he has been born into fails to insure his automatic privilege. 
Descended from “an honorable and violent family,” he lives at the inauspicious 
moment of postmodernity and the troubling sense of the ending of things: as “the 
last of the line, he did not know what to think” (9, 10). This disaffection seems also 
responsible for his fi ts of amnesia; Kobre suggests that Will, unable to “comfort-
ably accept or reject his legacy . . . simply forgets it” (1). Indeed, while he fi nds 
the promise of bloodlines utterly useless in the contemporary South, he locates 
no alternatives and simply becomes a  history- less,  identity- deprived blank: “The 
summer before, he had fallen into a fugue state and wandered around northern 
Virginia for three weeks, where he sat sunk in thought on old battlegrounds, 
hardly aware of his own name” (12). The belated son of southern aristocratic 
honor loses contact with his family “name” but subconsciously ends up wander-
ing Civil War battlefi elds in suppressed attempts to fi nd it there. Will’s father, un-
able to relinquish the role his “honorable” position no longer entails, had grown 
exhausted by “the strain of living out an ordinary day in a perfect dance of honor” 
and killed himself (10). When Lewis Lawson declares The Last Gentleman “the 
most confessional” of all of Walker Percy’s novels, he refers in part to the loss of 
Percy’s father to suicide and his mother to a suspicious (perhaps also suicidal) car 
accident (xii). Thus, Will Barrett’s energetic attempts to combat his own blank-
ness seem particularly and sadly urgent.13 The nullifi cation of this Oedipal force, 
with the absurd mythic dances of heroism and honor that would have been Will’s 
birthright, should absolve the belated son from the burdens of lineage and tradi-
tion; instead, it haunts and dooms him to a life of equivalent emptiness, barely 
more alive than his dead father.14 As the narrator explains, “most of this young 
man’s life was a gap” (11–12).

Signifi cantly, it is a mathematical version of a pleasant and ordered existence 
that emerges to remedy Barrett’s state of vacancy and despair. He has all the 
trappings of success—a privileged upbringing, good looks and health, a pleas-
ant temper—yet, “though he was as engaging as could be, something was miss-
ing” (9). People expect much but hear “nothing at all” of him after he graduates 
high school; “He was the sort who goes away” (9). Signifi cantly, “the high 
tide” of his life and potential, now faded, belong to an optimistic time when 
he felt life seemed “as elegant as algebra” (9).15 No scrappy algebraic aspira-
tions to ascend either; that’s “for poor folks,” as Thomas Wolfe’s Eugene (Look 
Homeward, Angel ) learns. While Percy’s social status should automatically garner 
him easy, pleasant solutions, his lineage no longer has the desired effect. And 
so he fi nds that he must engineer his own fate: “I need some mathematics,” he 
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declares (163). Scientifi cally minded, he scores well on “problem- solving and 
goal- seeking” tests, but he cannot seem to translate these problems into solutions 
for his life; he “couldn’t think what to do between tests” (9). The old, precise, 
mathematical rules for fi nding worth and assembling selfhood very literally fail 
to work for him.

Alice Walker’s Meridian also faces a profound spiritual vacancy that seems 
indicative of a larger sense of historical divestment. As a black revolutionary, 
Meridian is asked to commit crimes and murders that she is unwilling to per-
form. Like Richard Wright, she resists compromising her moral fabric simply to 
satisfy the perverse desires of whites or the desperate revenge of her community. 
But the lack of volition this implies haunts her: she perceives herself devoid of 
the qualities she is expected to embody as an educated, African American woman 
engaged in racial activism. Asked to pledge that, if necessary, she will kill for 
the revolution, she is paralyzed: “Through her mind was running a small voice 
that screamed: ‘Something’s missing in me. Something’s missing! . . . Something 
the old folks with their hymns and proverbs forgot to put in! What is it? What? 
What?’” (27). This seems at fi rst like a historical disconnect, an inability to live 
up to the hopes and expectations of her ancestors who tried to prepare the next 
generations for the strength and solidarity they would need. But what she is 
“missing,” like Will, is a precise connection to the present moment: “what none 
of them seemed to understand was that she felt herself to be, not holding on to 
something from the past, but held by something in the past, by the memory of old 
black men in the South . . . by the sight of young girls singing in a country choir 
. . . the purity that lifted their songs like a fl ight of doves” (28). Will’s attraction 
to battlefi elds is paralleled here by Meridian’s retreat into a South of rural, simple 
peace and faith. Seeking the stillness of roots and religion, Meridian fi nds instead 
that she is expected to start a war on those ancient battlefi elds. Unable to orient 
herself in this new world of rage and violence, Meridian too “had left the North 
and come back South . . . to support herself; remaining close to the  people—to 
see them, to be with them, to understand them and herself, the people who now 
fed her” (31). In a suggestive metaphor of subsistence, the habitual metaphor 
for self- fulfi llment and possession, Meridian is presumably “fed,” enriched and 
“supported” in her proximity to the region and people who are supposed to re-
fl ect back to her an understanding of herself. But her alienation from the present 
and from this altruistic community remains constant: rather than growing fuller, 
she becomes increasingly thin and frail, “bony . . . wasted,” suffering from bouts 
of paralysis and collapse, often carried home across men’s shoulders “exactly 
as they would carry a coffin” (24). The retreat to the past and into the arms of 
her community offers her the opposite of sustenance; history and region simply 
render her the empty cipher she would have been under slavery. Postmodern 
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selfhood, fi xated on the past but unable to revise or avenge it, renders her “zero” 
all over again.

For Dorothy Allison’s young Bone, this impoverishment is still more com-
plete. Where Meridian refuses violence in favor of a quietly devouring peace, 
Bone is steadily emptied and hollowed by her rage. Her very name, Bone, con-
jures a sense of skeletal subsistence much like Meridian’s. Bone’s hunger is true 
and physical, though, as the family often eats saltines and ketchup in the absence 
of real meals; but when she does eat, it is clear that food is not necessarily what 
she needs in order to feel nourished: the meal “stuffed me but didn’t satisfy . . . 
I could not get full” (78). This mark of her poverty is internalized psychologi-
cally, becoming “a hunger in the back of the throat, not the belly, an echoing 
emptiness” (98). At a new school, under the contemptuous eyes of the teacher, 
this “anger lifted . . . and became rage.” Her fury at being so easily identifi ed and 
looked down upon turns self- consuming: “It was hunger I felt then, raw and ter-
rible, a shaking deep down inside me, as if my rage had used up everything I had 
ever eaten” (98). Presumably to fi ll herself back up with a sense of pride and self-
 creation, she gives the teacher a fake name “as if I’d never been called anything 
else” (67). But the harnessing and remaking of identity here, which she wants 
to seem natural and permanent, only increases her dislocation: trying to fi gure 
out why she lied, she can only say, “I didn’t know. I really didn’t know” (71). 
The hunger of her rage necessarily means more and more “emptiness,” an utter 
inability to fi ll that vacancy with anything but the things society feeds her. Her 
birth certifi cate confi rms this anonymity in the end—the stigma of being marked 
a “bastard” fi nally, after her mother’s repeated attempts, has been removed. The 
designation bothers Bone’s mother so much because it authorizes their family’s 
condition as “trash.” Like Will’s “blank pages,” though, Bone’s certifi cation of 
identity now has no designation at all—the paper with such power to denigrate 
her and her family is rendered “blank, unmarked, unstamped” (309). In some 
ways, this erasure proves more difficult to overcome than the previous disparag-
ing label; a certifi ed government document has demoted her from “illegitimate” 
to effectively “invisible.”

In the protagonists’ inescapable returns to the terms and codes of their subjec-
tion, these texts suggest paradoxically and at times masochistically that any mark 
of affiliation or debasement is preferable to being “blank.” Unable to fi nd nour-
ishment in past forms of history or spiritual returns “home” to the South, they 
become  identity- less, amnesiac, and physically wasted—more dead than alive. 
What all of them search for, however self- defeatingly, is affiliation of any sort 
to fulfi ll their need for acknowledgment. These narcissistic quests have become 
much more humble than their predecessors’, geared not toward enrichment and 
infl ation so much as simple affiliation, recognition, and, if a necessary part of the 
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bargain, a rehumanizing pain. For Will, it doesn’t seem to matter what new social 
group he joins, so long as they give him a code and script for reshaping himself; 
he decides to try out a number of radically different groups and clubs: “so thor-
oughly in fact did he identify with his group companions of the moment, so adept 
did he become at role- taking, as the social scientists call it, that he all but disap-
peared into the group” (19–20). His chameleonic ability to adopt alternately all 
the qualities of an Ohioan, or of an expatriate southerner, or of a Princeton stu-
dent makes his lack of a coherent identity even more dramatic, so that he “hardly 
knew who he was from one day to the next” (20). His desire for community and 
homogeneity is palpable, but his failures to fi t in somewhere consistently reveal 
the absurdity of such a longing by heterogeneous, postmodern southerners, and 
suggest incisively that such arbitrary forms of affiliation are an absurd fi ction. Yet 
Will’s reliance on such models becomes so pronounced that he cannot function 
without a template of behavior. What emerges fi nally is not a safe return to group 
identity or community, but rather an outrageous surplus of groups and identities 
into any and all of which he can fl uidly integrate himself. In the coziest of situa-
tions, sitting around a fi re with “the Ohioans,” he realizes in horror not intimacy 
and fullness but rather that “people seemed to come to the point of fl ying apart” 
(21). He doesn’t seem to mean that they will fl y apart from one another, but from 
their own centers—exploding into a million incoherent pieces.

Such groupings prompt violent ruptures because they force diversity to co-
here and disappear so easily, though Will seems to know the reminders of differ-
ence lurk disruptively and discomposingly beneath the surface. The description 
calls to mind DuBois’s famous sketch of the “double consciousness” suffered by 
the black American who “ever feels his twoness,—an American, a Negro; two 
warring souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in 
one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder” 
(364–65). What tears apart the black community in Meridian is precisely the 
plight of its double aims, desperate to rise up against white America yet drawing 
its violent and homogenizing tools and energies from the white world itself. As 
Karen Stein has noted, “the Civil Rights movement often refl ected the oppres-
siveness of patriarchal capitalism. Activists merely turned political rhetoric to 
their own ends while continuing to repress spontaneous individuality” (130). 
This reminder makes Meridian’s reluctance to promise that she will kill for the 
cause a subversive gesture, but as Lynn Pifer notes, her inability to speak in this 
moment or to speak out against injustices generally mitigates her triumph and 
deepens her sense of guilt and shame (77–78).

However, Meridian never seems able to resist at all; rather, she allows her-
self to be folded into the group’s needs though they insidiously replicate white, 
patriarchal, and capitalist models. But like Will, she is simply eager to integrate 
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herself within the activist community whose values she tries desperately to make 
fi t with her own. She joins in their marches and protests, which often devolve 
into police brutality and imprisonment, and begins to embody painfully their 
communal sorrow and suffering. She is “always in a state of constant tears, so 
that she could do whatever she was doing—canvassing, talking at rallies, ty-
ing her sneakers, laughing—while tears rolled slowly and ceaselessly down her 
cheeks. . . . Or the way she would sometimes be sure she’d heard a shot and feel 
the impact of the bullet against her back; then she stood absolutely still, waiting 
to feel herself fall” (84–85). A blank, she takes on the experience and the senti-
ment of the entire movement; but inhabiting others’ suffering does not bring 
her any closer to her own person. When she describes a fellow activist’s “battle 
fatigue” as a kind of “blankness,” it deepens the sense that communal affiliation 
and struggle have made her still more anonymous and empty. Thadious Davis 
has read Meridian’s union with the black collective as an optimistic sign of coop-
eration and progress, rendering her “born anew into a pluralistic cultural self, a 
‘we’ that is and must be selfl ess and without ordinary prerequisites for personal 
identity” (49). Desperate times call for desperate measures, surely, but given the 
historical sacrifi ces of “personal identity” in America’s black community, this 
additional abdication seems too much to expect or to bear. And for Meridian 
Hill in particular, it proves ultimately catastrophic. Similar to Will’s fugue states, 
her body also tends to absent itself periodically; she suffers frequent bouts of pa-
ralysis, fi nding herself “absolutely still” and unable to move forward, and in the 
midst of great exertion she “falls down” (26). The peculiar physical effects that 
afflict her may appear cryptic, but seem in fact to mirror the lack of mobility and 
progress embodied not just in her own person but in the entire group on whose 
behalf she works doggedly. She becomes a virtual mirror for a community liter-
ally unable to move forward.

Allison’s Bone also fantasizes about being recognized and loved by a group 
whose appreciation will give her a sense of belonging, intimacy, and value. The 
disaster of this dream is made emphatic in the specifi c type of community she 
imagines: in disturbing sexual fantasies, she imagines being publicly beaten by 
her stepfather while ringed by a group “who watched me admired me and hated 
him . . . Those who watched me, loved me. It was as if I was being beaten for 
them. I was wonderful in their eyes”; the fantasies are “self- centered and they 
made me have shuddering orgasms” (112, 113).16 Her near- martyrdom paral-
lels Meridian’s, but her suffering before and on behalf of an imagined group of 
fellow sufferers brings not pain so much as tremendous narcissistic satisfaction. 
Much like Katharine Faraday’s  bruise- pressing compulsion, Bone’s masochism 
promises to awaken her to an appreciation of her own person; in these moments 
she struggles to possess a hurt that is not momentary but historical, yoking her 
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to a community that in a large sense has been collectively beaten down. When 
she is repeatedly abused sexually and physically by her stepfather Daddy Glen, 
she feels pain that she can barely recognize as her own: “I would go look in the 
mirror, expecting to see blood in my mouth, but there was nothing” (118). The 
refl ection fails to validate her extreme suffering, in fact gives “nothing” in the 
way of evidence that she exists. It is no surprise when she turns this fruitless 
violence on herself: “When I got hungry,” she remembers, “my hands would not 
stay still. I would pick at the edges of scabs, scratch at chigger bites and old scars, 
and tug at loose strands of my black hair” (71). In these moments, her rage and 
hunger force her to self- mutilation, a further diminishing of her body; yet at the 
same time, the compulsion to touch her hair and scars signifi es a reverent act of 
acknowledging her own body by touching it, much as Claudia takes pride in her 
scabs in Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye. This compulsion attracts her sexually 
to other sharp and hazardous objects as well, like a trawling hook that her aunt 
warns the children will “pull you up in chunks . . . pull you up in pieces” if they 
stumble onto it while playing alongside the river (186); fearlessly, Bone searches 
out the dangerous object and sleeps with it nestled erotically between her legs. 
Such moments of affiliation, and the narcissistic gratifi cation they offer, are in the 
end promises only of deeper blankness, mutilation, and loss.

Solutions: Narcissistic, Mathematical, Re- Oedipalizing Narratives

As they do for Will Barrett, mathematical modes surface at crucial moments to 
reorient these characters, suggesting that their plights are not simply about the 
loss of community or tradition, but of the adherence of economic certitudes and 
inequities.

Will’s former elitism is not something he openly misses or embraces, but 
the terms of his dislocation betray an enduring need for the social codes associ-
ated with class and identity in the traditional South. As we have seen briefl y, 
the language of proper orientation and understanding—those very things the 
disoriented, amnesiac young man is so often missing—comes in economic and 
mathematical vocabulary. The wealthy Mr. Vaught offers Will a position with the 
family, handing him some large bills with the query, “‘Do we understand each 
other now?’” and Will answers, “‘Yes sir’” (155). In a moment of disorienta-
tion, the rhetoric proves true; money and fi gures are things he can understand 
and use to orient himself: lost after an amnesiac episode, he “counted his money 
several times” and looks at an annotated Esso map, the two methods together 
helping him piece together his recent whereabouts. Very literally, money orients 
his motions and his place in this dislocating world. Necessarily, such orientation 
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is sporadic and  short- lived, as Will lapses regularly into the amnesiac states that 
remind him of the precarious codes of the new world he moves in, launched back 
into uncertainty just as quickly as money and fi gures jerk him out of it.

The utter chaos of the new economic landscape, and the simultaneous murki-
ness of racial relationships, becomes clear when Will meets a “pseudo- negro”—a 
photojournalist named Forney Aiken, working “undercover” as a black man—
and ends up in a fi stfi ght for his honor. In a white neighborhood, the community 
perceives Will to be a real estate agent trying to sell a house to a black man, the 
 pseudo- Negro. The tension of a rather serious moment involving racial discrimi-
nation devolves into comic violence, as Will stands up in protection of his friend 
and receives a blow to the nose by an enraged housewife. Suddenly, true identities 
are revealed: Aiken discloses that he is not a black man at all but an undercover 
journalist, revealing an  identity- confi rming “white patch” left strategically on 
his arm, and Will relaxes in the “cordiality of misunderstandings cleared away, of 
debits to be balanced” (147). The language again unmistakably evokes the sense 
that money secures “understanding”—but only for white folks like Will and, it 
turns out, Aiken. An accounting metaphor offers the intelligible language that 
puts people in their places and alleviates fear that racial others may stray out of 
such positions; and, importantly, it resurrects whites from the “debit” column 
where they simply do not belong and restores them to a rightful place of balance. 
It cannot be overlooked that the violence Will endures is partly comic—not in its 
implications but in its narration, which is quixotic and colorful. In his analysis 
of Percy’s dialogic style, Kobre suggests that “whenever a tension arises between 
the values that are ingrained in Will’s consciousness and the actual circumstances 
of life in the United States in the early ’60s, the language that he uses to express 
himself becomes distorted, parodic” (2). Caught in the crosscurrents of racial 
reorientation, Will loses himself in parodic play: he engages in a postmodern duel 
of sorts, upholds the honor of his black (white) comrade, and emerges victorious. 
Combined with the language of human accounting, however, his parody indi-
cates not confusion or tension so much as a reactionary desire for certainty and 
balance. Will’s own understanding thrives in such orderly, economic moments; 
apparently, he is none too glad to be safely among white folks in an inviolate 
neighborhood, no longer under attack.

Bone and Meridian win no such duels. Meridian fi nds her value, it seems, by 
refusing to commit violence but allowing herself to endure it. When the revolu-
tionaries ask her if she is willing to kill for the cause, she cannot say yes; and this is 
the moment that compels her to return South to live among the people, to “sup-
port” herself by letting them feed and nourish her. As we have already seen, this 
choice yields a deeply compromised kind of support and value; accordingly, her 
lover Truman fi nds her with “less and less furniture, fewer and fewer pieces of 
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clothing, less of a social position—wherever it was—where she lived” (31–32). 
The sizing up of her possessions here has a direct correlation to her “social posi-
tion,” and even more to her body’s size, which grows increasingly frail with lack 
of nourishment and spiritual sustenance. Before this, isolated at school, she had 
chastised herself as “belonging to an unworthy minority” and made suicidal de-
mands on herself—“Why don’t you die? Why not kill yourself? Jump into the 
traffic!”—in a voice perpetually “mocking [her] about her lack of value” (91). 
She realizes in a kind of horror that the voice is her own, not someone else’s; the 
“mocking” of another is something she turns on herself, serving as her own imag-
ined other to denigrate and nearly exterminate her. She “valued her body less” all 
the time and even “welcomed” the confrontations with police that leave her, like 
Bone’s aching hunger, full of “yearning, of heartsick longing” (97).

The desire suffusing the world these women inhabit becomes deeply inner, 
inseparable from the violence they so readily engage in. Bone, as we have seen, 
harbors a perverse longing for the beatings that in her imagination can aggran-
dize her. Thus, we pay close attention when she turns her anger outward; such 
externalizations are uncanny refl ections of her own desire, her own masochisms, 
her attempts to injure herself in some reifi ed form. Signifi cantly, Bone’s target 
is the commercial world that forecloses her white “trash” self. Like Wright and 
Porter before her, Allison fi gures this attack as thievery. Upon trying to steal 
candy from the local Woolworth’s, Bone is banned from the store; this simply 
makes real the bars of class that keep her out of such an arena and the privation 
that forces her to steal in the fi rst place. The moment fi lls her with her trade-
mark rage as “hunger . . . raw and terrible . . . . After that, whenever I passed 
the Woolworth’s windows, it would come back—that dizzy desperate hunger 
edged with hatred and an aching lust to hurt somebody back” (98). The store 
refl ects much more than a desire for products she cannot have, specifi cally the 
sweetness of the candy she tried to fi lch; her lustful, aching hunger and rage are 
aimed at an entire showcase of unsatisfying objects clogging the consumer mar-
ketplace. She develops a fi erce desire to use the objects of her own debasement 
and self- mutilation to exact revenge: she seizes upon the trawling hook she takes 
to bed with her and uses it in an elaborate plan to break into the Woolworth’s. She 
crashes through the roof after the hook plunges in fi rst, landing on and shattering 
the glass merchandise cases. “I was suddenly soaking wet and shaking,” she says, 
hurt but exhilarated, “wet” and “shaking” in simultaneous eroticism and rage. 
From the broken notions case, “half a dozen pocket mirrors lay in an overlapping 
line. A shine refl ected up into my eyes. I smiled and started forward” (223). The mir-
rors give her a momentary “shine” of selfhood and inspire satisfaction and mobil-
ity; but within minutes she realizes how very cheap that refl ection is. Everything 
in the store seems like “junk”: “What was there here that I could use? . . . All 
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this stuff seemed tawdry and useless. I bit my lip and went back to get my hook” 
(225). There is no fulfi llment here, no dizzy accumulation of goods and with it 
self- worth; clinging to her hook and biting her lip, she recalls to us her violent, 
masturbatory fantasies and the narcissistic aftermath of her beatings, looking in 
the mirror for blood in her mouth and seeing “nothing.”

But such catastrophic failures to fi nd value apart from the old equations or 
languages do not deter the protagonists from their quests. All three internalize 
certain calculations of value so deeply that they become inseparable from their 
most personal quests for love and companionship. Indeed, as we saw in chapter 3, 
the prospect of romantic or sexual love—and particularly the affirmation offered 
by a desiring other—promises to rectify the self ’s sense of impartial or damaged 
identity. Unable to fi nd such relief in group or community situations, the search 
narrows—and, in the process, becomes a narcissistic quest for a single, refl ective 
Other. Not only does Will express a desire to recover Hampton plantation and 
become a paternalistic “little father” to his Negro fi eld hands, he also wants to 
fall in love “with a certain someone. Or I shall marry me a wife and live me a life 
in the lovely green environs of Atlanta or Memphis or Birmingham” (151). The 
addition of a companion to his aristocratic restoration completes the formula, 
a neat equation made emphatic by the rhyme of “wife” and “life.” Though he 
identifi es a “certain someone,” the immediate addition of “or” indicates that the 
certainty may shift: there will, indeed, be one person, but it seems to matter 
little who she is. The current object of his affection is Kitty Vaught, daughter of 
a well- to- do New Southern family; he adheres to her and waits for her love to 
complete him. In a bout of amnesia, “he looked at her hard, groping for himself 
in her eyes” (67). Over time, he learns to match her moves: “‘Why are you differ-
ent?’” she asks him, and he answers, “‘I’m different because you’re different’” 
(165). Indeed, in his fi rst (botched) attempt to make love to her, she becomes 
embarrassed and nervous and demands “‘talk to me . . . [about] anything that 
comes into your head,’” to which he replies, “‘all right . . . I was thinking about 
the summer of 1864’” (111). As he describes an ancestor’s experiences in the Civil 
War, it becomes clear that the drive to merge with her merely brings him back to 
his desired image and location of himself, to the comfort of a bolstering history 
and lineage, and to the emptiness and dislocation of his current state—like wak-
ing up on a Civil War battlefi eld.

Kitty is important to Will mainly as a historical anchor and a narcissistic tem-
plate. She embodies order of a precise and mathematical kind: pondering her age, 
he thinks, “twenty- one. The very number seemed hers, a lovely fi ne come- of- age 
adult number faintly perfumed by her, like the street where she lived” (74). He is 
fi rst attracted to the number itself, a fi gure that is “perfumed by her,” a construc-
tion that relegates Kitty grammatically to the position of passive subject. For a 



Contemporary Crises of  Value 151

man in search of possession, precision, and orientation, Kitty’s association with 
the number, her adultness, and the sweetness of individuality and location (right 
down to a specifi c street) offer him a pattern upon which to steady himself; and as 
a proper wife, she will be a known, passive quantity. However, Kitty is not special 
but, in a sense, mass- produced, a generic; he tries to fi nd himself in any female he 
can, surprised when his body takes over instinctually and he “fell upon” a young 
girl he has just met, attracted by her “rapid, cataloguing voice”—another version 
of Kitty’s “number.” Falling “ever fainter with hunger . . . as much from weak-
ness as desire,” he even attempts to kiss her (135). Later, he apologizes: “‘I’ve 
been, ahem, in something of a value crisis’” (136). The weakness, hunger, and 
desire of his state compel him irresistibly to seek order and “value” in random, 
mathematical others in a process as natural and inevitable as gravity. But the math 
of the union is somehow off: attempting to make love to Kitty a second time, he 
believes he knows “without calculating the exact angle at which he might lie over 
against her—about twenty degrees past the vertical” but “she miscalculated, 
misread him and moved slightly. . . . His heart sank” (167). He wants to court her 
“in the old style,” but the coordinates of orientation, so fragile and precise, are 
hopelessly off; in the new order of things, others become shifting, incalculable, 
crashing bodies on a collision—rather than a complementary—course.

Meridian’s quests for sexual companionship are not calculated so much as 
troublingly automatic. As a teenager she engages in sex “as often as her lover 
wanted it,” though she seems never really to want it herself; there is no palpable 
erotics or narcissism of personal desire driving her actions. Yet her purpose is tan-
gible: she waits patiently not for an orgasm, but for her hips to grow “broader” as 
she’s heard they do after sex, waiting to increase her own image in some way, and 
so “she looked carefully in her mirror each morning before she caught the bus to 
school” (61). Indeed, while she never receives any physical or emotional satisfac-
tion from sex, she does gain personal sanctuary and the illusion of increase: when 
she inevitably grows pregnant from one of her lovers and then marries him, she 
thinks that the relationship “did a number of things for her” and meditates on 
its “worth”: mainly, it saves her the effort of responding to the parade of men she 
is “afraid” of but cannot resist, “freed of any consideration for all of the other 
males in the universe who might want anything of her. It was resting” (61–62). 
Thus, intimacy with Eddie is a means to gaining “a number of things,” though it 
also signifi es an abdication of desire, a “rest.” If her interest in sex comes, as she 
professes, from a “curiosity about her body’s power” (65), then what she learns is 
disconcerting: she has absolutely no power at all.

But the mirror moments, and Meridian’s desire to see her hips grow broader 
in that refl ection, prove most troubling. The infl ation of her identity, the culmi-
nation of all things “gained” through sexual activity, is of course the presence of 
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a baby that itself symbolizes the union of two opposites. Like Faulkner’s Addie, 
Meridian knows that producing children will make her “more” as well. She 
looks hungrily for this increase and gets it; the act designed to reveal “her body’s 
power” twice leaves Meridian bigger indeed, large with child. But this process 
merely fractures and duplicates her sense of her self rather than consolidating 
and amplifying it. As her mother had also complained, pregnancy “distracted her 
from who she was. As divided in her mind as her body was divided, between what 
part was herself and what part was not” (50). Rather than bringing the self home 
to itself, fulfi lled and empowered, the danger of sexual exploitation is reifi ed in its 
literal product: the baby that further estranges one from the clear borders of per-
sonhood. Thus, Meridian gives away her fi rst child, effectively surrendering the 
ultimate narcissistic prize she has gained in giving her own body away through 
sex. Later, after joining the revolution and falling in love with Truman, the act 
of lovemaking only makes her “ashamed, as if she were less” (106), particularly 
when he begins dating white exchange students whose color produces a sense of 
inferiority in her. The term “exchange” here is no accident, as the white students 
are traded for Meridian, making her “less” in the transaction. Her diminishing 
value plummets further when she becomes pregnant for a second time and has a 
painful and invasive abortion by a corrupt white doctor. She keeps the procedure 
a secret from Truman; when he next sees her, he tries to undo the lessening of 
his rejection, to make her blackness an asset where before it was a lack: “‘You’re 
beautiful,’ he whispered worshipfully. Then he said, urgently, ‘Have my beauti-
ful black babies’” (116). But the directive comes too late, the abortion already 
completed; and both the babies and her beauty are cast by Truman as gifts only 
he (a True Man) can give her. So “she drew back her green book bag and began 
to hit him. She hit him three times before she even knew what was happening” 
(116). Her body, violated and bereft, takes over here in an explosion of violence 
she never imagined herself capable of.

In Allison’s Bastard Out of Carolina, having a child still represents the wom-
an’s most promising path to fulfi llment, but the cost of that gift undermines the 
woman more than it buoys her. What is more, the state of gestation in this novel 
encompasses much more than the growth of the child within the mother: the 
baby’s ability to discompose and divide the woman characterizes not just mater-
nal relations but sexual ones as well, wherein men are fi gured as “‘just little boys 
climbing up on titty whenever they can’” (123). Daddy Glen, Bone’s abusive 
stepfather, is a particularly disturbing example of this sublation; one of Bone’s 
aunts observes that “‘he’s just a little boy himself, wanting more of your mama 
than you, wanting to be her baby more than her husband. And that an’t so rare, 
I’ll tell you’” (123). Indeed, Bone’s own mother Annie thinks that Daddy Glen’s 
violent impulses can be cured by “being patient, loving him, and making him feel 
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strong and important” (233). The lesson for Bone is disastrous, as the collective 
female effort to secure his ego results in her own crippling subjection: while Glen 
grows “strong and important,” Bone feels “the world was too big for me . . . I 
knew, I knew I was the most disgusting person on earth” (135–36). For Annie, 
though, the domestic sacrifi ce is, paradoxically, the only way to feel important 
herself; although Glen occasionally beats her, too, she rationalizes that “being 
pregnant was proof that some man thought you were pretty sometime, and the 
more babies she got, the more she knew she was worth something” (231). The 
proof of “worth” gained through such perverse intimacy begets the desire to be 
entered and exploited still more. Yet Annie and Glen never have a child of their 
own; perversely, her own husband becomes her substitute child, making her feel 
“pretty” and “worth something” in her suppression. Meanwhile, Bone suffers 
deeply from her own sexual exploitation by this man; in a moment of tortured 
narcissism, she stares into the bathroom mirror, “knowing I wasn’t pretty and 
hating it” (231).

Annie’s encompassing motherliness also pits Bone and Daddy Glen against 
each other as, perversely, siblings. In a choice between the two—the raped, 
abused Bone and her aberrant violator, Glen—Annie chooses the latter. At the 
novel’s fi nal, climactic moment, Bone has just been discovered by her mother in 
the act of being raped and brutally beaten by Glen; Annie saves her, carries her 
from the house, and places her in the car where she waits to be taken to the emer-
gency room. Outside the car, Glen, himself injured in the scuffle, begs patheti-
cally for Annie’s forgiveness, which—stunningly—she fi nally gives him: “She 
was holding him, his head pressed to her belly” (291). In a fi gurative gesture of 
pressing him to her womb, it is clear which baby she chooses in this terrible mo-
ment. The decision mystifi es the family and horrifi es readers of the book, but the 
inevitability of her choice is encoded in the text from the beginning: between a 
man’s love and a child’s, the woman’s self- worth forces her to choose the man’s.

The reluctant, abusive mothers in both Walker’s and Allison’s novels empha-
size above all else the acute crisis of individual worth plaguing the contemporary 
southerner. In a parable of the dangers of America’s new individualism and nar-
cissism, these mothers are able to forsake their children in ruthless attempts to 
secure their own elusive self- worth. Walker Percy reminds us that such sacrifi ces 
are not new or foreign to the southern content; they are the birthright of all the 
New South’s children. When Will Barrett’s father commits suicide in The Last 
Gentleman, he makes literal his inability to live in the New South. Will realizes 
that his father “was wrong and that he was looking in the wrong place. No, not he 
but the times. The times were wrong and he looked in the wrong place. It was the 
worst of times, a time of fake beauty and fake victory. Wait. He had missed it!” 
(332). Perhaps this history is what has been “missing” in Will, forming the gaps 
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in his consciousness and his memory: a lost time of beauty and victory usurped 
by the horrible newness that the elder Barrett could not endure. Yet what Will 
“missed” was “fake”; such counterfeiture has always been a part of both Will’s 
and his father’s world. It is not clear, then, which “he”—Will or his father—
“had missed it” all; likely both did. In his poignant attempts to understand his 
father’s suicide, Will’s own partially dead consciousness is bound up: his narcis-
sistic identifi cation with an absent, out- of- phase father makes his own self absent 
as well, mixed with this fi gure of belated and doomed honor and futility. In the 
expanses of Will’s amnesia are memories struggling to surface, but he can never 
tell if they are his own: “Either I have been here before, he thought, perhaps with 
my father . . . or else it was he with his father and he told me about it . . .”—and 
later, “Why, I know this place, he thought. Either I went to school here or my 
father did” (295). This confusion of self with a lost, dead, father insures that he 
will always be “missing” something primary to his ability to live and function in 
the world.

What is left for men like Will are stories, narratives, and scripts; but com-
munication and true understanding are defunct, enclosing each individual in his 
own private shell of despair. Will notices a black man pass in front of his an-
cestral home, “a young man his own age,” and refl ects sadly on their common 
dispossession:

They looked at each other. There was nothing to say. Their fathers would have had 

much to say: “In the end, Sam, it comes down to a question of character.” “Yes suh, 

Lawyer Barrett, you right about that. . . .” But the sons had nothing to say. The engi-

neer looked at the other as the half second wore on. You may be in a fi x and I know that 

but what you don’t know and won’t believe and must fi nd out for yourself is that I am 

in a fi x too and you got to get where I am before you even know what I’m talking about 

and I know that and that’s why there is nothing to say now. (332–33)

Will seems to realize here the loss of a precise, hierarchical and illuminating rela-
tionship: their now- absent fathers would have been balanced in a dialogue of de-
pendency and affirmation, in which a pedagogical quip to black Sam (aka Sambo) 
would have been followed by Sam’s polite endorsement of Lawyer Barrett’s acu-
ity. The sons do not indulge in such false and enabling banter; instead, they share 
silence and a common “fi x” in their marked alienation and isolation. Yet they ad-
mit to not knowing what the other one experiences at all; there is not the remotest 
understanding or opening for conversation. The dissolving of racial segregation 
does not bridge any chasms but simply preserves a silent gulf of private despair. It 
is purposefully ambiguous who speaks to whom in the closing assertion that “you 
got to get where I am before you even know what I’m talking about.” But which 
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man will volunteer to cross the divide and inhabit the other’s position? What is 
the incentive and the payoff?

Meridian’s version of this plight rests in her vexed relationship with her 
mother, whose inaccessibility seems the cause of her emptiness, her sense that 
“something is missing” and that this absence makes itself known on the outlines 
of her frail body. Just as Will cannot seem to distinguish between his father’s time 
and his own—and doesn’t particularly want to—Meridian punishes herself for 
not living up to her own mother’s example of maternal devotion and sacrifi ce. 
Shortly after she meditates on her shortcomings as a revolutionary, unwilling to 
kill and certain that this means “something is missing” in her, her musings turn 
familial: she is missing something that “the old folks,” her ancestors, forgot to 
“put in.” Her body as a vessel is not equipped to be the continuation of the past 
into the future, is not “worthy” of being a mother like the quintessential south-
ern matriarchs of the past. Those women could not, under slavery, “own” their 
children, and therefore Meridian cannot quite forgive herself for robbing herself 
of her own babies: “what had Meridian Hill done with her precious child?” she 
thinks. “She had given him away. She thought of her mother as being worthy of 
this maternal history, and of herself as belonging to an unworthy minority, for 
which there was no precedent and of which she was, as far as she knew, the only 
member” (91). Her mother was not a slave, but her attempts at independence 
and empowerment are hard- won and “pitiful” (123): having worked tirelessly 
to become a teacher, suffering pure “sacrifi ce” (77), she realizes that she wants 
“more richness” in her life, an “increase in felicity,” which she believes she’ll fi nd 
in love and marriage. But in the increase of her body in pregnancy, she grew para-
doxically “divided” in body and mind, “distracted from who she was” (51). Even 
as a child, Meridian feels an inexplicable guilt over this, and “when she tried to 
express these feelings to her mother, her mother would only ask: ‘Have you stolen 
anything?’” (49). Upon this, “a stillness fell over Meridian and for seconds she 
could not move. The question literally stopped her in her tracks” (51). Meridian 
knows that her birth “stole” her mother’s self, and she knows that women of that 
generation were unable to have independence and selfhood apart from domestic-
ity and childbirth; the “stillness” she experiences here is akin to the paralysis that 
dogs her forward movement throughout Meridian. In her desire to reconcile with 
her mother—to achieve the “narrowing of perspective, for mother and for child” 
that the old “Black Motherhood” entailed—she “valued her body less, attended 
to it less, because she hated its obstruction” (96–97). She lets herself be beaten, 
grows frail, has a baby forcefully ripped from her womb without anesthesia—
the doctor “tore into her body” much the way Meridian’s father “broke into her 
[mother’s] body” in the sex act that created Meridian (114, 50). She spends her 
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life getting rid of all her possessions (31), trying to get smaller, to fi guratively rec-
oncile and roll back into her mother’s body, to be worthy to identify in unity with 
the woman who “was a giant” (122). That unity depends on Meridian “growing 
frailer every day” and valuing her body less. In a dramatic reversal, Meridian 
wants to give all of herself back to her mother to repay the debt, to discredit the 
self in order to honor these ancestors and, in the process, fi nd historical orienta-
tion and peace. In Meridian’s metaphorical return to her mother, Richard Gray 
sees her accomplish not a personal but at least a “symbolic rapprochement” with 
her mother, wherein she is able to “make peace with her mother’s past . . . and 
is able to move on” (“Maybe Nothing” 12). Traveling backward, it seems—be-
coming small enough to return to the womb and out of existence entirely, like a 
slave owning nothing, least of all the self or its babies—paradoxically offers the 
only foothold into the future.

For Bone, too, the value and identity she seeks is literally in embodying her 
mother, a substitute to be molested and beaten by Daddy Glen. After hearing 
him making love to her mother in the room next door, Bone realizes that “some-
thing had come apart” and “there was no way I could be careful enough, no way 
to keep Daddy Glen from exploding” (108). It is as if the sexual union between 
the two adults posits Bone in her mother’s position as sexual partner—but then 
brings her to the point of “coming apart” herself, much as the false cohesion sur-
rounding Percy’s Will Barrett portends that people will soon “fl y apart.” Bone’s 
solution is to invite and rationalize Daddy Glen’s violations: “he did love me. 
He told me so over and over again, holding my body tight to his. . . . ‘You’re 
just like your mama,’ he’d say, and press his stubbly cheek to mine” (109). She 
is stilled like Meridian, paralyzed in these moments, unable “to explain why I 
stood there and let him touch me,” but her need to be fi xed and rendered coher-
ent in some way is clear: “when Daddy Glen held me that way, it was the only 
time his hands were gentle, and when he let me go, I would rock on uncertain 
feet” (109). Her desire to be pretty and loved like her mother warps into a narcis-
sistic drive to be both lover and child to her mother. Daddy Glen, again, is the 
template for both of their identities, the brutal presence without which neither 
of them would have meaning. In some sense she seems to realize that Glen as a 
man is the powerful force defi ning and delimiting her mother’s existence. As a 
boy cousin tells her early on, “‘you got a man- type part of you. Rock- hard and 
nasty,’” and throughout the remainder of the book Bone often wishes she were 
a boy, mainly so she can fi ght back and “run faster,” away from the world and 
those who have the power to overtake and belittle her (54, 109). She works a rub-
ber ball in her hands, trying to strengthen her grasp so that “one day my hands 
would be as strong as Daddy Glen’s. . . . I was working that ball so that I could 
grow to be more like him” (109). In the chilling fi nal moments of the book, after 
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Glen has viciously raped Bone and is begging for forgiveness, he cries, “‘Kill 
me, Annie. Go on. I can’t live without you. I won’t. Kill me! Kill me!’ Mama 
jerked away from him, and the door slammed shut. ‘Oh no,’ she whimpered. 
Her face became the mirror of his” (290). Just before this, Bone had “stared at 
his face like it was a road map, a route to be memorized, a way to get back to who 
I really was” (288). At the end of the novel, Bone is left with neither a “mirror” 
nor a “map,” and presumably no sense of who she “really was.” She also is left 
without her parents, hungering after the nurse in the hospital “like an infant 
watching the nipple,” and catching a glance of herself in the mirror, “a stranger 
with eyes sunk in shadowy caves above sharp cheekbones and a mouth so tight 
the lips had disappeared” (294). Sunk, hollowed, disappeared, and crying for 
her mother—that is the  identity- less, silent, isolated fi gure abandoned at the 
end of the book, her freedom from her  parent- torturers a deeply compromised 
emancipation.

Past and present, the doomed methods these protagonists employ for achiev-
ing and erasing selfhood reveal the dazzling counterfeiture of progress and mas-
tery, of nostalgia and yearning; empty promises of fulfi llment leave them lusting 
after tradition, parents, substitutes, and fakes, and unequipped with less opposi-
tional modes of orientation and value, hungry and alone. In the end, Meridian’s 
failure to fi nd romantic or fi lial love leaves her emphatically alone, emaciated, 
and claiming “‘but that is my value’” (220). We fi nd Will at the end of The Last 
Gentleman pursuing the sexually depraved Doctor Sutter, refusing his offers of 
money with the assurance “I have plenty,” but racing after the doctor’s “elegant” 
car that promises psychological guidance and sustenance. Always in search of a 
life “as elegant as algebra,” Will’s pursuit of value here is profoundly personal; 
he has “plenty” of money but no cultural capital like that which Sutter’s elegant 
car embodies. But it is a “spuriously elegant and unsound” auto, “like a Negro’s 
car, a fake Ford”; in a novel fi lled with the falseness of race, of position, of solu-
tions and theories, such an ending is both ominous and appropriate. The “fake” 
element here is both an icon of American culture and a Negro’s possession; that, 
fi nally, is what Will decides it is his lot to embrace, his algebra of orientation in 
the New South. He races forward to catch it, “elegant” and elusive and fake, like 
Allison’s Bone breaking into the tawdry environs of the Woolworth’s, seeking 
the richness of the New Southern world, yet fi nding himself, too, adrift, alone, 
debased, and mirror haunted.

Look Inside! Nativist Navel- Gazing and Inner Indians

As we have seen, Bone never recovers from the loss of her mirror, Shannon, whose 
emphatically white presence had rendered Bone “nigger,” and without whom she 
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is simply “nothing.” In her pathetic and moving attempts to conjure a tangible 
sense of self, Bone fi nds some comfort in the family rumor of a Cherokee ancestor. 
Some of the relatives mock the association, declaring that “every third family in 
Greenville County swears it’s part of Cherokee Nation” (27). Indeed, Joel Martin 
and others have documented the widespread phenomenon of southerners claim-
ing to have a Cherokee princess in their family tree; yet such genealogical stakes 
seem to legitimate white southern nativism rather than  cross- cultural affiliation.17 
But Bone’s motivation for embracing her roots derives from a more personal, 
pathetic version of nativist navel gazing. She counters her uncle’s mockery of her 
professed indigenousness with silence, “keeping my Cherokee eyes level and my 
face blank” (27). The blankness of her face in this moment reminds us not just of 
stereotypical warrior stoicism but also of the emptiness she is working so hard to 
defeat throughout the narrative; the vacant gaze is, moreover, the only accurate 
way to mimic a culture she doesn’t actually know.

With no real access to or understanding of Native culture, Bone nonetheless 
harbors common, romantic notions of Cherokee courage and resilience. She pic-
tures herself as a heroic warrior, fi ghting battles and climbing trees with agility, 
“night’s own daughter, my  great- grandfather’s warrior child” (207). We notice 
that the  great- great- grandfather she cites at the start of the book has edged one 
generation closer, helping to corroborate the “full head of black hair” she in-
terprets as genealogical evidence (207). The suppressed rage that torments this 
abused and debased child is also attributed to Indian blood: “the only thing dif-
ferent about me,” she muses, “was my anger, that raw boiling rage in my stom-
ach. Cherokee maybe, wild Indian anger maybe . . . bottomless and horrible” 
(207). The power of Indian blood (“maybe”) offers her a way up and out rather 
than down and in, devoured by her own hungry fury and seeing herself at the 
“bottom” of a pit of nonbeing. Signifi cantly, this wild Indian wrath becomes a 
mechanism for fi ghting the man who beats her fragile identity out of her; this 
hope comes, narcissistically, in the mirror:

I pushed my hair up high on my head and searched my pupils for the red highlights 

that sparked in the depths, dark shiny red like rubies or fresh bright blood. Dangerous, 

I told myself. I could be dangerous, oh yes, I could be dangerous. Let Daddy Glen yell 

at Mama again, let him hurt her, let him hurt me, just let him. He’d better be careful. 

He’s got no idea what I might not do. . . . All I had to do was grow a little, grow into 

myself. (208)

The futility of her aspirations comes through in her grammar: the potential of 
what she “could be” and “could be,” and all the things she “might not do,” are 
cloaked in the false bravery of negations and litotes. Ultimately, Bone cannot 
overpower her abuser or “grow” as she hopes to; the mirror soon forces her to 
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admit “I was no Cherokee. I was no warrior. I was nobody special” (209). Her 
momentary defi ance squelched, she sees herself clearly again as a “nobody,” a 
blank.

But Bastard Out of Carolina suggests further that Cherokee rage fails to save 
Bone because it simply races her again; that is, she discovers that being Indian is 
not much different from being black: “one or two of the cousins had kinky hair 
and took some teasing for it, enough that everyone was a little tender about it 
. . . people didn’t even want to talk about our Cherokee side. Michael Yarboro 
swore to me that Cherokees were niggers anyway, said Indians didn’t take care 
who they married like white folks did” (54). While the Yarboros are stereotypical 
poor white supremacists protecting their tenuous social superiority by claiming 
to “[drown] girls and newborns” and labeling “nigger” anyone they perceive as 
“‘born on the wrong side of the porch’” (54), for those conditioned to defend 
their compromised status in the rural South, being Cherokee amounts to being 
black or female, a simple label of otherness and weakness to denigrate in the ser-
vice of elevating marginal others. Allison tacitly deepens this sense by diluting 
the indigenous traits with the more socially disruptive African ones, complete 
with “kinky hair” to underscore the substitution. In her desperation, Bone turns 
back to Daddy Glen, the agent of her debasement, thinking: “Love would make 
me beautiful; a father’s love would purify my heart, turn my bitter soul sweet, 
and lighten my Cherokee eyes” (209).18 Tragically, cruelty and a perverse oedipal 
submissiveness seem the only available means to “purify” and “lighten” her; they 
exorcise the last bits of “nigger” taint, and along with it any Cherokee resistance 
and self- sustenance the  white- trash southern girl knows. The social capital of 
whiteness foreclosed to  lower- class southerners is made further inaccessible by 
the young girl’s inability to resist the forces of physical and emotional abuse in 
her world. The presence of an Indian ally in this struggle paradoxically revivi-
fi es the biracial antagonisms in the South’s lower classes, while the Native—like 
Bone herself—is pushed silently to the margin.

In his own search for self- defi nition within the wreckage of tradition, Walker 
Percy’s Will Barrett also fi nds hope in the Indian archetype: “what a fi ne thing it 
will be to become a man and to know what to do—like an Apache youth who at 
the right time goes out into the plains alone, dreams dreams, sees visions, returns 
and knows he is a man. But no such time had come and he still didn’t know how 
to live” (11). The reliability and certitude of the young, mythic Apache’s visions 
and actions are posed against Will’s “nervous condition” and the bouts of amne-
sia that leave him “haunted” and adrift (11). The Indian archetype serves, then, 
as an ironic model of certain orientation, a path toward effortlessly becoming 
“a man.” Signifi cantly, the Indian he imagines—an Apache—is not indigenous 
to the South but rather the West. The substitution allows Percy to circumvent 
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entirely the problem of the white southerner’s indebtedness to Indian extermi-
nation in the old world of Will’s ambivalent desires. However, another (west-
ern) Indian infl uence emerges to deepen the sense of repression and artifi ce in 
Will’s increasingly traditional desires; Will arrives at Kitty’s house to fi nd that 
she has been drinking hikuli tea, swaddled in a quexquemetl and Navajo blankets. 
Because the herbs have made her candid and unguarded, the pair nearly makes 
love in the park. Before they leave the house, Kitty muses from her cocoon of 
indigenous comforts:

“The Huichol believe that things change forms, that one thing can become another 

thing. An hour ago it sounded like nonsense.”

“Is that right?” He had heard it before, this mythic voice of hers. One of his aunts 

lived in Cuernavaca.

“The hikuli plant is the deer. The deer is the corn. Look at that.”

“What?”

“That color.”

He looked down at the blanket between them where forked Navajo lightning clove 

through an old brown sky, brown as old blood.

“What about it?”

“Do you see the depths opening into depths?”

“No.” (104–5)

The scene is revealing because the strong Indian tea is clearly what inspires 
Kitty’s shifts in consciousness and also provokes her nearly to give Will her pre-
cious virginity. But she begins babbling what seems like nonsense, a “mythic 
voice” detached from reality as Will knows it, and he grows itchy and irritated 
by her garb, wishing she would get “out of these prickly homespuns and back 
into decent Alabama cotton,” and that rather than drinking tea that leaves her 
mouth tasting of “burnt corn” that she would “chew Juicy Fruit like a proper 
Alabama girl” (104, 106). He eschews the notion that “one thing can become 
another thing” and there are “depths opening into depths.” On one level, Percy 
parodies these notions—and Kitty’s ventriloquism of them—to the point of ab-
surdity; but on a more sober level, such parables might for the southern man trig-
ger suggestions of reconstruction and displacement and historical depth, things 
Will must repress in order to survive as a “proper” neoaristocratic man. He is 
fl atly unable, and presumably unwilling, to see the “old brown sky” and the “old 
blood” on the Navajo blanket. Again, it is not the Indian’s New Age philoso-
phies he rejects so much as Kitty’s crusading on behalf of such fl imsy spiritual 
newness and change. Kitty’s intoxicated advances  short- circuit when the strange 
tea makes her ill, and the botched lovemaking leaves her “hugging her decent 
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skirted knees like a Georgia coed” again while Will, partly relieved, thinks aloud 
about “the summer of 1864” and his “kinsman [who] took part in the siege of 
Richmond and later of Petersburg . . . a rats’ war, as bad as Stalingrad,” but who 
still managed to attend balls and cotillions “even at the worst” (111). The visions 
of past horrors and old blood inspire not sorrow or resignation, but fables of re-
sistance and propriety in the midst of war and upheaval. The Civil War is as far 
back as he will reach for lessons; the past anterior of Native precedence fl irts but 
remains as inaccessible and irrelevant as Kitty’s body.

Repeatedly, these contemporary narratives hint at hidden, correlative depths 
in the southern past that are fi nally unaccountable and unrecoverable; such traces 
pose potential solutions to these characters’ predicaments, but only as narcis-
sistic easements for their contemporary narratives of alienation, emptiness, and 
rage. We remember Meridian’s frustration that “Something’s missing in me! 
Something’s missing! Something the old folks with their hymns and proverbs 
forgot to put in! What is it? What? What?” (27). Neither Meridian nor the nar-
rator explicitly answers this persistent question, but the reference to “old folks” 
indicates again that a deep past shapes and infl uences African American lives at 
every turn. But which old folks, and which past? The ground everywhere be-
neath Meridian is possessed by memories of a plantation order that continues 
to contaminate the present and circumvent change—even her college rests on 
the site of a former plantation. On campus, a famous tree offering a ritual site 
of peace and meditation for the female African American students is suddenly 
chopped down; nearby, the house used as a headquarters for civil rights activists 
is destroyed by a bomb. The actual landscape of progress is consistently leveled, 
the ghostly specter of the past the only survivor. Meridian continues to hunger 
for the “missing” secrets and lessons of her own history; and she receives them 
ultimately in Native rather than African American guise.

When Meridian sees the black activists’ house bombed on tv, she remembers 
suddenly “that the night before she had dreamed of Indians. She had thought 
she had forgotten about them” (73). The juxtaposition is revealing: a structure of 
black advancement is leveled like Indian priority and cultural memory, their pres-
ence “forgotten” even by the blacks who can in many ways sympathize with their 
dispossession. This intercultural affinity is epitomized in Meridian’s father’s 
farm, allotted to his grandfather after emancipation. But Mr. Hill seems haunted 
by the memory of its original inhabitants and becomes preoccupied with collect-
ing Indian memorabilia in a fi t of empathy and guilt that fi nally compels him to 
try to return the land to the Natives. He fi nds a displaced proxy—an Oklahoma 
Indian named Mr. Longknife—who comes to camp on the land for a summer 
but ultimately returns the deed to Meridian’s father. Meridian understands poi-
gnantly that her father’s “gifts came too late and were refused, and his pleasures 
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were stolen away” (56). The gift of land cannot restore a sense of home to those 
driven from its terrain more than a century before. Mr. Hill’s “pleasures”—the 
land itself—are literally “stolen away” when the federal government arrives and, 
without negotiation and for a “token payment,” converts the Indian mounds 
and vegetable gardens into “a tourist attraction, a public park” that blacks, ironi-
cally, cannot visit under segregation laws (56). In a recursive colonization, Walker 
underscores just who continues to inherit the earth in the contemporary South. 
Mr. Longknife and Mr. Hill fi nally share the same dispossessed condition: the 
surname “Hill” itself suggests that his identity resides in the old Indian mounds 
and rolling farmland; the eviction is as corporeal as Meridian’s steady and se-
vere weight loss throughout the novel, her own “missing” materiality. Unlike 
Percy’s or Allison’s attempts, Walker seems legitimately interested in indict-
ing Euramerican colonization and Indian removal on the same plane as African 
American disenfranchisement. For the Longknifes and the Hills alike, there is no 
effective way to overcome the pervasive sense of homelessness and “something 
missing” in contemporary American culture.

This alliance functions more forcefully and authentically in Alice Walker’s 
work perhaps because of the historical associations and often interaction and in-
termixture of blacks and Indians in the  white- dominated South. Walker raises 
this possibility in Meridian by suggesting that the Hill family has repressed 
Indian ancestry that neither Meridian nor the narrative explicitly acknowledges. 
But Meridian remembers a story about her father’s grandmother, a woman of 
ambiguous heritage but a suggestively native name—“Feather Mae”—who lived 
on the land in question and apparently experienced moments of ecstasy on the 
Indian mound. Despite her affinity and sympathy for Indian experience, she re-
ferred to the Natives as “other folks”; and although she shocked the family by 
worshiping the sun rather than God, the rest of Meridian’s family tree remained 
markedly black, Baptist, and pure by contrast. Meridian nonetheless feels drawn 
to Feather Mae’s mysticism and herself experiences several moments of tran-
scendent escape from her own materiality. This spiritual out- of- body experience 
seems the only physical way she can embrace a deeply repressed heritage—not 
in her body. Moreover, it provides another clue to her mysterious emaciation. In 
a region well- versed in manufacturing and erasing nativism, the ability to claim 
an occluded ancestry seems key to inhabiting both the earth and one’s body fully 
and viably, neither of which happens in the novel. The failure is most poignant 
when we see how close Meridian comes to accessing that heritage: when she 
fi rst sees Mr. Longknife, she suddenly feels “she could begin to recognize what 
her father was [a wanderer, a mourner] by looking at him” (54). The difference 
is that Mr. Longknife “wandered physically, with his body, not walking across 
maps with his fi ngers as her father did” (54). A fl at, two- dimensional, biracial 
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past haunts the inhabitants of the postremoval and postslavery South; the map’s 
mathematical lines and borders colonize territory and identity, while separat-
ing and subsuming difference. Mr. Longknife—and along with him, the Indian 
“body” he represents—has long been evicted by this system; both imprisoned 
by the map and foreclosed from its spaces, like the Hills’ displacement from their 
ancestral lands, southern blacks remain essential to the biracial order and persis-
tently abjected within it.

That Alice Walker herself is part Cherokee comes as a surprise to those who 
consider her fi rst as an African American writer and less routinely as a southern 
one.19 But Walker seems to use the physically wasted Meridian to exemplify what 
exactly her Indian ancestry amounts to: an irrecoverable absence, a something 
perpetually “missing,” and a frail body with constantly depreciating “value.” 
The possibility of fullness and transcendence are “too late”; for Meridian, they 
have been stolen away like the “forgotten” Indians, the family land, the man she 
loves, and her own body. Walker’s novel acknowledges that the erasure of Indians 
from the South rends an irreparable gap in its social fabric, not just correlative to 
but often vitally entangled with the existence of African American kin. But she 
also offers a potentially disruptive use of the Indian’s zero quantity to challenge 
black essentialism and exceptionalism. When Meridian seizes her compromised 
“value” in the end, it is as an erased fi gure, her reduced person a resolutely pres-
ent absence. While she works to memorialize its absence, Walker resigns herself 
ultimately to the notion that the Indian past is simply and regrettably gone; she 
concludes her autobiographical The Way Forward Is with a Broken Heart with 
the lament, “how empty of Indians Mississippi was . . . Without their presence 
the landscape of America seems lonely, speechless . . . In any case, it has been 
destroyed now beyond knowing” (37). Meridian is a walking testimony to this 
wasteland, a reminder to the contemporary South of the human sacrifi ces upon 
which its biracial economy fl ourishes perversely.

These Indian analogues extend, even further than I already have in the 
 cross- cultural reach of this chapter’s writers, the chronicle of dispossession 
wrought by American imperialism, slavery, and capitalism. As Meridian’s mother 
puts it bitterly, “the answer to everything is . . . we live in America and we’re not 
rich” (56). Despite this totalizing social impoverishment, in most of these stories 
the gulf between the marginalized, and indeed between individual citizens and 
communities, remains intact. Black “value,” as Meridian claims in the end, is 
solitary. The Indian is always already “forgotten” and lost, anterior to this biracial 
struggle. Something is “missing,” indeed, in the contemporary southern narra-
tive; and it is unclear exactly who, if anyone, can recover it.



Give me back my language and build a house
Inside it.
A house of madness.
A house for the dead who are not dead.
And the spiral of the sky above it.
And the sun
and the moon
And the stars to guide us called promise.
joy harjo, “we must call a meeting”

In Edward L. Ayers’s sardonic glimpse into the soon- to- be fu-
ture South we meet a young narrator who cannot fathom how 
his ancestors could “lump people together into two big groups,” 
even though “they could see that people they called ‘black’ and 
‘white’ were in fact all different colors”; the baffled speaker himself 
proudly claims a “genealogy from Scotland, Ghana, Honduras, 
Korea, and the Cherokee nation!” (“Inevitable Future” 89). Yet the 
biracial,  black- white narrative that has long occupied southern let-
ters and criticism remains prevalent in both critical treatments and 
popular perceptions of the region. Attention to work by southern 
African American and women writers was itself belated, and there 
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is undoubtedly still a great deal left to accomplish in both fi elds. Only recently 
have the South’s critics begun to address its diverse immigrant populations, its 
surviving Native Americans, and its hybrid descendants of multiple racial and 
ethnic heritages. Pushed decisively and persistently to the margins of the South’s 
biracial economy, they seem in some sense peripheral to the adherent logic and 
language of the plantation and the binary, exploitative codes and economies that 
followed. Yet the encompassing structure of American capitalism implicates all 
and endows even marginal southerners with an experience of postplantation 
anxiety and crisis; more palpably from these perspectives than any we have seen 
so far, the South emerges as less exceptional than symptomatic of collective na-
tional ills. Fueled by regional and institutional disregard, Native American and 
immigrant southerners offer intensifi ed narratives of loss and dispossession; yet 
their position on the margins of both region and nation allows them to uncover 
transnational, global echoes of the South’s darkest logic. From these “insiders 
with outside information,” as Lan Cao repeatedly describes her protagonist in 
Monkey Bridge, we get rather alarming indications that the South is not an aber-
ration so much as a refl ection of a widespread imperial, colonial drive to condi-
tion, calculate, and control those perceived to be darker, weaker, and lesser across 
the globe.

Yet the human soul yearns for place, peace, and the reconstitution of commu-
nity. As Laura Doyle describes, “the bodies that together form the postbellum 
nation’s body in the United States, be they native American, immigrant, or ex- 
slave . . . exiled physically from home and past yet haunted by them in memory 
. . . literally trek  north-  or westward, against themselves and out of community, 
feeling the pull of return and reunion in the movement of departure” (339). 
Their geographical or psychological remove from the heart of the South’s biracial 
economy allows these marginal and mixed southerners to “return” and portray 
anew the southern self with unfamiliar methods, employing the perspective of the 
indigenous (Louis Owens and Marilou Awiakta) or of the immigrant (Lan Cao). 
“Traditional” southerners may endeavor to do the same: after exploring the revi-
sionist works of Owens, Awiakta, and Cao, this chapter returns to several African 
Americans (James Baldwin, Toni Cade Bambara, and Tayari Jones) who also 
attempt to make their identities and their communities visible and viable in new 
ways. By re- membering the nonfi ctional bodies of Atlanta’s lost and murdered 
children, these writers—not necessarily of or from the South, but themselves the 
lost and scattered children of its noxious histories—seek uncontaminated ways 
to write themselves back into equations of integrity and agency. Put another way, 
these fi gures attempt narratively to reassemble the bodies torn and dispersed by 
the violent politics of southern accounting.

By situating their diasporic, multiracial and multiethnic bodies back within 
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the communities that shaped and dismembered them both physically and psy-
chologically, the South’s most fragmented subjects attempt to re- member their 
exiled, broken, suppressed, and hungry spirits. As Bhabha warns, “Remembering 
is never a quiet act of introspection or retrospection. It is a painful re- membering, 
a putting together of the dismembered past to make sense of the trauma of the 
present” (63). In landscapes fi lled with ravaged, mutilated, and dismembered 
bodies both abstract and actual, these writers set to work at the painful, necessary, 
recuperative act of piecing together a traumatic panorama of colonial disaster. 
But one difficult question troubles this radical decolonizing maneuver, and in-
deed haunts this entire chapter: under the conditions of colonial capitalism and 
imperial erasure that persist in Euramerican and southern societies, are such 
reconstitutions gestures of fullness or fetish? Can the numbers and fi gures dictat-
ing value and viability in either a plantation or a market culture ever be more than 
beguiling abstractions? And without number, is there anything left?

Indian Givers: Reterritorializing the South in Contemporary Native 
American Literature

While early southern nativists needed Indians to be extinct, and many southern 
historians, ethnographers, and writers have unwittingly played into this project, 
the reality is that many tribes did receive federal sanction to remain; some fl ed to 
the mountains or to pieces of less desirable land where they would be unmolested; 
and others “passed” or married into white and black communities.1 Today, many 
have assimilated into the South’s vibrantly and often energetically repressed 
multicultural populations. Somehow, many tribes managed to retain the sem-
blance of tribal solidarity in revitalized Catawba, Cherokee, Lumbee, Seminole, 
Santee, Monacan, Poarch Creek, and Choctaw communities, and some—like the 
Mississippi Choctaw—have become leading employers in their regions. Yet an 
astonishing phenomenon of invisibility surrounds these specimens of cultural 
survival; as Tom Mould observes of the Mississippi Choctaw, “visit Mississippi 
and [one may] have no idea there is a major American Indian community here. 
Live in Mississippi and the Choctaw could escape you as well” (xxii–xxiii). The 
puzzle of why Indians have been rendered so irrationally invisible in the region 
differs little from the disciplined denial of Indian presence and survival on a na-
tional scale: put simply, the persistence of the Native troubles American myths 
of innocence and exceptionalism. The South’s particularly wholesale evasion of 
its remaining Indians, however, drives to the heart of my thesis in Disturbing 
Calculations: an inherently exploitative economy like that of plantation slav-
ery needed another erased integer—the removed bodies and claims of its na-
tive inhabitants—to stage its spectacles of agricultural, social, and hierarchical 
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prosperity. Denying the persistence of Indians in the South even now preserves 
for some the myth of a native South that is white rather than red. Inordinate em-
phasis on a  black- white South even in the New Southern studies also indicates 
that we labor under the misperception that the story of the South is simply the 
story of slavery.2 If the majority of this book has examined slavery’s epilogue, a 
turn to southeastern Indian writing offers us a glimpse into its prologue.

Thus, in the closing chapter of this broad study of slavery and capitalism’s 
obliterating effects on black and white southerners, we turn to the Choctaw 
Cherokee writer Louis Owens and the Cherokee Appalachian poet Marilou 
Awiakta, both of whom assert their survival and southernness from the “zero” 
of regional forgetting. Their homelands, communities, voices, and traditions ex-
punged, these Indians suggest ways of reconstructing and negotiating manifold 
postcolonial identities in the  twenty- fi rst century, in gestures that include not just 
their own people, and not just the South, but an inclusive human community.

This project begins paradoxically by claiming and recalibrating the Indian’s 
status as regional zero. In Symbolic Exchange and Death, Jean Baudrillard de-
scribes instances of urban graffiti as acts of ethnic recuperation; he declares that 
the wall “alone is savage, in that its message is zero” (83). Rather than mimic 
white culture’s references, black and Puerto Rican graffiti artists reinvent the 
terms of cultural expression, Baudrillard argues; these minorities defend and re-
constitute their communities from the “zero” of communal resistance and recla-
mation. Akin to Wilson Harris’s notion of the phantom limb / limbo in Caribbean 
societies, graffiti is a performative gesture meant to reconstruct a culture that 
has been badly fractured or erased. Two prominent, contemporary southeast-
ern Indian writers are engaging in such forms of cultural regeneration in the 
South: Marilou Awiakta, a self- described Cherokee Appalachian writer from east 
Tennessee, and Louis Owens, a Mississippi Choctaw and Oklahoma Cherokee 
writer and academic whose southern and native roots play pivotal, regenerative 
roles in his fi ction. I might have chosen any number of excellent southeastern 
Indian writing to focus on; the list of artists who testify to their survival in the re-
gion is brief but growing, as is their critical visibility. Eric Anderson’s outstanding 
essay on Linda Hogan’s Power turns critical attention to contemporary Florida 
Seminoles in South to a New Place, a collection of New Southern literary criti-
cism. In several anthologies the North Carolina poet and scholar MariJo Moore 
(Cherokee) collects a variety of indigenous voices and works, from the amateur to 
the virtuoso (Moore herself is a noted author and teacher). The novels and poetry 
of Diane Glancy (Cherokee) have received sustained critical attention in recent 
years, as have works by  scholar- novelist Louis Owens (Choctaw Cherokee) and 
poet- essayist Marilou Awiakta (Cherokee Appalachian).3 Not all of these writers 
speak consistently from and about their southern homes with sustained purpose 
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or passion; indeed, most criticism does not concern itself with their regional 
identities or preoccupations, and frankly, the writers themselves often don’t ei-
ther. As Eric Anderson suggests in a special issue of Mississippi Quarterly devoted 
to the South and Indians, perhaps these writers intend and desire not to be per-
ceived as southern at all but are rather working toward a separate space of tribal 
sovereignty. While this view is persuasive, mine is slightly more retrospective: 
the writers that I examine seem pervasively, if not always explicitly, haunted and 
shaped by their identities as southerners, experiences that form black holes in 
their later attempts to reckon identity and creatively refi gure their cultural expe-
riences. These struggles do typify American Indian dislocation and dispossession 
more broadly; but in their efforts to reterritorialize the South specifi cally (if only 
metaphorically and linguistically), these writers suggest subtle ways to recuper-
ate pan- Indian endurance, rootedness, and voice much more broadly.

Louis Owens explains that the mirror gives back “no refl ection,” only an iden-
tity “unseen, unrecognized for himself or herself. . . . In order to be recognized 
and to thus have a voice that is heard by those in control of power, the Native 
must step into that mask and be the Indian constructed by white America” (“As If 
an Indian” 17). In other words, the Indian must become the “vanishing American” 
in order to recalculate the fi gure of his own vanishing (17). To put it in math-
ematical terms, “look at zero you see nothing; but look through it and you will 
see the world” (Kaplan 1). Southeastern Indians tend not to memorialize the 
past as much as they endeavor to take the remnants of culture and tradition and 
construct a more inclusive, hybrid future. Both Owens and Awiakta understand 
the loss that assimilation and hybridity entail, but they embrace mixedblood 
reality subversively. Owens is acutely aware that his ethnic incalculability—he 
is Indian, Irish, and Cajun—renders the partially assimilated Indian still more 
troublesome, unable even to be stereotyped: “neither ‘knowable’ nor ‘visible’ in 
Bhabha’s terms,” he asserts, “[mixedbloods] resist racial stereotyping and fi xed 
realities as they balance within their two sites of Native and Euramerican selves” 
(“Syllogistic Mixedblood” 237). In the South’s rigidly biracial economy, this 
precarious “balance” is another way of describing zero: indeed, photographs of 
Owens’s ambiguously mixed ancestors “are records of invisibility. . . . They give 
me nothing” (237). In an auspicious reversal of other contemporary southern 
identity crises, however, Owens insists that “nothing” might in fact be “every-
thing” when being incalculable also signifi es a refusal to be “neutralized or en-
compassed or assimilated” (237).

In affirming both her southern roots and her Cherokee heritage, Awiakta also 
rebels against being “hemmed in by the dominant culture, which insists that ev-
erything be squared, boxed, separated” (136).4 She disavows the Anglo tendency 
to impose rigid distinctions and segregation where none may exist. Awiakta’s 
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proudly multicultural identity and integrationist politics offer a powerful anti-
dote to this hegemony. Rather than conform to a notion of separation encoded 
with material value, Awiakta asserts her hybridity and attaches it importantly to 
region as much as ethnicity; doing so makes the South less a primary, ordering, 
dispossessing force and merely a component of her rich heritage. For her, being 
Appalachian is a genetic trait: while living briefl y in France with her husband, she 
muses: “a foreign context really brings out the power in the blood—sets the dna 
to singing” (46). There, her birthright as a southerner is fi gured as a biological 
fact like her Cherokee heritage: “Living in France made me think deeply about 
who I was, about the value of my heritage, and about the necessity of working 
out harmonies with people from different cultures. By the time I returned to 
America, I knew that I was a Cherokee / Appalachian poet. I was determined to 
sing my song.” (31). For these Native authors, hybridity serves to acknowledge 
the cultural stigma or invisibility of mixture in the South, to bear witness to its 
imperial iterations, and fi nally to revise the terms of that effacement. Indeed, 
most Native Americans do not subscribe to binary or dualistic systems for defi n-
ing identity; but they struggle to inhabit a world that does, a world that intro-
duced the fact of hybridity as (from a “white” perspective) ugly byproducts of 
imperial conquest and assimilation that needed to be repressed and forgotten.5 
For Owens, too, this defi ant hybridity takes the form of literature, where he en-
ters an established tradition with full agency and disruptive potential: “we do not 
have the luxury of simply opting out,” Owens reminds us, because “we already 
function within the dominant discourse. To think otherwise is naïve at best, for 
the choice was made for all of us generations ago” (“Song” 57). By entering into 
the realm of colonial discourse rather than eschewing it, we stand the best chance 
of revising its assumptions and effects from the inside; borrowing Pratt’s lan-
guage of the contact zone, Owens suggests that “the very act of appropriating the 
colonizer’s discourse and making it one’s own is collaborative and conjunctural” 
(“Song” 57).

As we saw in the previous chapter, Indian ancestries are commonly claimed 
by white and black Americans alike to serve a variety of needs and desires, which 
are typically self- serving. Yet these Cherokee grandmothers are not often people 
at all but abstracts and types; “real” Indians tend instead to be stereotyped as 
savage, uncivilized, and greedy in order both to justify white guilt over their 
destruction and to displace latent fears about their own barbarity. The phrase 
Indian giver, for instance, has long been a part of our U.S. English vocabulary, 
as have its derogatory connotations. Originally, Indian giving referred to what 
struck European settlers as an odd gift- giving ritual, wherein a Native American 
expected his offerings to be reciprocated in a gesture of appreciation and respect.6 
After repeated experience with whites—who assumed gifts to be unidirectional 
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grants and beyond the standard economy—Indians began to resent the affronts 
to their goodwill, and in disappointment appeared to want to take back their 
offerings. Thus, the Indian giving idiom has literal weight but disturbing lay-
ers of ironic implications: not only were Natives’ earliest contributions of skins, 
husbandry, and agricultural tutelage unreturned, but their very lands formed a 
gift- wrapped package of lucrative opportunity for waves of European settlers 
who continued to take and take until virtually nothing was left for the exploited 
“givers.” Nonetheless, in a classic twist of colonial rationalization and hypocrisy, 
America’s own most extraordinary and reluctant givers of an entire continent 
earned this disparaging idiom for ungrateful and covetous behavior. The evo-
lution of this idiom typifi es strikingly the pattern of stereotype formation still 
operative in contemporary America, in which Indians are often fi gured as greedy 
loafers demanding unreasonable reparations from the federal government in the 
form of free services, economic aid, and the license to develop casino dynasties.

Misconceptions about Indian greed have been especially common in the 
South, where the stubborn Natives who remained after the sweeping removal 
efforts of the 1830s seemed to white southerners to receive “unnatural, even 
scandalous special treatment from the federal government” ( J. Martin 144). 
This misleading notion increased as the South’s own economic woes mounted 
well into the twentieth century. It makes for a revealing coincidence, then, that 
the term Indian giver appears in common usage only in 1860—centuries after 
the fi rst  European- Indian encounter, and coinciding instead with the eve of the 
Civil War and the South’s decisive loss of its plantation economy. These am-
nesiac renditions of irrational greed and vindictiveness virtually erase Anglo 
America’s responsibility for Indian poverty, neglect, and exploitation. Moreover, 
they downplay the very real and cruel circumstances that caused indigenous dis-
possession and need and the federal government’s inept and prejudicial policies 
and bureaus organized to handle such matters (generally by ignoring or defer-
ring them).7 Southern whites’ own perceived sense of victimization and loss has 
historically trumped all other claims to persecution in the region.

In a sense, these native southerners are not writing about or claiming the 
South so much as they are reterritorializing a metonym, recapturing a dark and 
distant location in which to begin remapping their own indigenous selves. I lin-
ger over the work of Owens and Awiakta here because of their relatively explicit 
treatments of the South as a primal, formative space, as well as for their diver-
gent perspectives: Awiakta is a lifelong and celebratory resident of Tennessee and 
the Appalachian Mountains, while for Owens the South functions as an obscure 
place of origin that affects him long after his migration to the West and into the 
dark web of colonial history. Together, the work of Owens and Awiakta estab-
lishes a continuum along which Native writers of the South seem to move: from 
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shadows to light, obscurity to clarity, despair to hope—and back again. These are 
the Indian givers I’d like to prioritize and celebrate in this chapter: the Indians 
who imaginatively take back their gifts of territory, community, and self in acts 
of creative reclamation. Their gifts and weapons in this revolution are words and 
voice—precisely the tools critics must also employ in efforts to make these issues 
heard and understood in a postcolonial, postregional world.

Beginning Where Everything Begins

In his collection of autobiographical and critical essays Mixedblood Messages, 
Louis Owens traces his ancestry and his childhood recollections back to a muddy 
home along the brown, slow- moving Yazoo River in Mississippi. His visions of 
home are fragmented but foundational, compelling the fi ction writer in him to 
attempt to “put things together from the scraps of stories in my memory and 
imagination, beginning with Mississippi, where everything begins” (167). While 
Owens’s works are generally set outside the South, he returns frequently to pri-
mal homeland settings and scenes in order to piece together the origins of self, 
family, and community. Often these revisitations constitute journeys of healing 
for Owens’s troubled characters. Clearly the South occupies an elusive yet pivotal 
place in his own creative and personal landscape, but his mission statement is 
broader and more comprehensive than mere introspection: in Mississippi, Owens 
avers, “everything begins.” These dark spaces of memory and origin are often ir-
retrievable aporia, accessible only to the creative “imagination” able to manufac-
ture bridges between the blank spaces; such lacunae constitute a primal metonym 
for Native dispossession and diaspora on a much broader scale.

Indeed, Owens’s public and critical comments on Native American literary 
and cultural production rarely dwell on regional specifi cities. In Owens’s work, 
the southern Indian example functions synecdochically in relation to Native 
erasure nationwide, their invisibility compounded by geographical isolation and 
loose tribal affiliation; because the removed tribes were “rewarded” with land and 
recognition, those who remained have struggled since to heal their fragmented 
nations and recuperate ancestral lands. As individuals, Indians have often been 
estranged from one another in the process. Owens’s paternal Choctaw ancestors 
(who appear as recognizable characters in his fi ction) hail from the literal swamps 
and “backwaters” of Mississippi. In The Sharpest Sight, his novel set most fully 
in the South, Owens creates an autobiographical protagonist, the mixedblood 
Cole McCurtain. McCurtain’s father Hoey shares with Owens’s father a name 
and a home along the Yazoo River in Mississippi. Because of their distance from 
the main tribal settlement, McCurtain’s family suffers invisibility even among 
their own people: as Hoey comments sardonically, “those Choctaw down there 
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in Mississippi don’t even know I’m Indian, the ones that run the new reservation 
they got. . . . They started up the dances and everything again, but I don’t know 
shit about any of that” (58). As Clara Sue Kidwell has noted, the Mississippi 
Choctaw have been “lost almost entirely to scholarly interest. . . . Outside the 
mainstream of historical developments on the western frontier, the tribe re-
mained in the backwaters of southern history” (ix).

In the South, this marginality amounts to a kind of double erasure, a sense 
of being twice removed from an already occluded Native community. In spite 
of his Choctaw ancestry and upbringing, Hoey’s part- white heritage requires 
that his birth certifi cate declare him “White”; the classifi cation is as injurious to 
his sense of self as Bone’s “illegitimate” stamp. Such institutional choices have 
specifi c resonance for Indians in the South, where the desire to erase the Native 
was diametrically opposed to the mania over isolating and separating blackness. 
As Hoey observes, “being Indian in Mississippi back then was almost as bad as 
being a nigger. But colored people can’t choose, one drop of colored blood makes 
a white person a nigger. But the same people think it takes a hell of a lot of blood 
to make somebody a real Indian” (58). In the same way that isolating blackness 
safeguarded whiteness (psychologically more than biologically), failing to ac-
knowledge Indianness strengthened white southerners’ visions of themselves as 
an autochthonous, naturally elect, “native” race. Despite the certain fate of social 
ostracism, Hoey chooses to defy his birth certifi cate and embrace his Indian self 
(58), but he soon realizes the power of the original mandate. “‘You know,’ he tells 
Cole, ‘I guess I don’t understand how to be Indian anymore. . . . I’ve been read-
ing books and trying to remember how it was back then and trying to fi gure out 
how to act and think’” (56). The Indian’s cultural erasure and overwriting prove 
stronger than Hoey’s desire to maintain his embattled heritage.

These literal acknowledgments of the vacancy of southern Indian identity 
are paired in The Sharpest Sight with a more symbolic instance of vanishing. 
For Owens, the heart of the narrative seems again autobiographical: the fi ctional 
Cole McCurtain returns to his Mississippi home in order to fi nd and inter the 
bones of his brother, Attis, a Vietnam veteran who returned from the war only 
to go missing and then rumored to have been murdered; similarly, Owens recalls 
searching for his own brother, Gene, who had also disappeared after returning 
traumatized from Vietnam. While Gene was eventually found living in exile in 
the Ozarks, a saga Owens recounts in the heartrending essay “Finding Gene,” 
the fi ctional brother has been killed by a mysterious murderer. While Cole and his 
friend Mundo search for both a killer and a body, Hoey articulates the irrelevance 
of the pursuit: “‘My boy never really came back from that war. They killed him 
and gutted him over there’” (142). Cole ultimately fi nds his brother’s body and 
reverently collects the bones as his elders dictate, but locating culpability is more 
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difficult. He emerges from the swamp, using his fi eld jacket to swathe Attis’s 
bones as if they were in a body bag shipped home from Vietnam. Indeed, the 
moment is meant to elide the difference between Indians compelled, in an outra-
geous twist of irony, to participate in America’s imperial entanglements abroad 
and its systematic erasure of Natives at home. “‘It doesn’t matter who killed 
your brother,’” an fbi agent tells Cole at the end of the novel. “‘I saw a lot of 
men in bags like that, and it never mattered who did it. It was just done. Part of 
a very big pas de deux that’s being danced out everywhere. We learned the steps 
more precisely over there, but we were dancing before we went and the ball goes 
on’” (253–54). Gene’s permanently damaged psyche and Attis’s literal death 
amount to the same fate, a symbolic slaying at the hands of American colonialism 
“everywhere”—another indication that the South is an incidental place of birth 
and burial, and that the exploited are dancing across the globe. What is perhaps 
most striking about this comment is the agent’s near- comic glibness and utter 
elision of responsibility, the sense that “it never mattered who did it. It was just 
done.” Yet Owens makes clear just who or what is responsible for Attis’s and 
Gene’s invisibility, and for the control and erasure of so many Indians like them: 
the federal agent is commissioned specifi cally by the government to “make sure 
[Attis] never surfaced again. They want him controlled and invisible” (254).

Within this national parable, an analogy to the South and southern literature 
emerges unmistakably. Just as Hoey tries to learn how to “be Indian” from books, 
Owens’s characters understand that canonical literature offers white America’s 
version of Indian identity in renditions that accomplish the spiritual and some-
times literal murder of the actual Native. After discussing works of racial and 
southern import like Moby- Dick and Huck Finn, Cole’s Uncle Luther invokes 
the most prized and infl uential of all southern writers, Faulkner, to suggest that 
Faulkner’s Indian characters epitomize white attempts “‘to write all us people 
away . . . try to write us to death . . . [Faulkner’s Chief Doom] was death, was 
dyin’ in every word that white man wrote’” (216). Unmistakably, Owens’s charac-
ters and Owens himself engage in the act of telling stories that endeavor to write 
their identities back into the American and the southern narrative, constructing 
personhood from scraps of collective indigenous memory. “‘A man’s got to know 
the stories of his own people,’” Luther reminds Cole, “‘and then he’s got to make 
his own story too’” (91). While Uncle Luther gives this advice in The Sharpest 
Sight, young Cole doesn’t put the mandate into use for himself until Owens’s 
later novel Bone Game, which follows Cole into adulthood and a professorship in 
Santa Cruz, California.

Like Owens himself, Cole leaves the South to settle on the West Coast; Owens 
discusses his decision to resurrect Cole there in Bone Game as a distinctly post-
colonial gesture: “I reentered the life of Cole McCurtain,” he writes, “in order to 
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examine the imprints of evil left upon the American landscape by European in-
vaders’ destructive violence” (Mixedblood 182). For Owens, the power of his sto-
ries lies in such migratory habits, which “carry us from the muddy waters of the 
Yazoo River to a tent in California” (Mixedblood 183). Mississippi and California 
are compatible sites of colonial trauma that fi nd connection in Owens’s historical 
investigation and creative reimaginings as he replicates narratively the pattern 
of westward removal and colonial expansion. Ambitious white U.S. settlers in 
California encountered a landscape already stained with the blood of centuries of 
Spanish colonization and greed. Owens confesses that the novel emerged from 
his impression of Santa Cruz as a place with “a dark presence . . . a defi nite, 
haunted feel,” which prompted him to begin researching the area’s history; what 
he discovered was a staggering record of brutality, “what seemed like a pattern 
of almost ritualistic violence spanning almost two centuries” (Purdy 9). Owens 
explained in an interview the novel’s attempt to convey both “the enormous sense 
of loss” that the Bay Area Ohlone experienced as well as the concomitant notion 
that “Santa Cruz is a microcosm for the U.S. There’s been so much violence 
perpetrated in its history” (Purdy 10). My reading of Bone Game adds to this a 
sense of its story’s portability from the Yazoo to the Pacifi c, and thus the ways 
in which both the South and Santa Cruz are microcosms for American imperial 
violence against Indians.

While the impetus for this novel is clearly historical, the narrative is again 
a contemporary one that seeks to depict the dislocation and anonymity of 
 twentieth- century Indians—the Choctaw Cherokee Cole and his Navajo col-
league Alex Yazzi. Cole is haunted by a regional history that mingles with details 
of a contemporary crisis, producing complex and vivid nightmares about a serial 
killer who has been abducting and dismembering young women from the cam-
pus where he teaches. The dreams collide with visions of the actual 1812 murder 
of a Spanish missionary priest, Padre Andrés Quintana, by a vengeful Ohlone 
Indian pupil named Venancio. “The Indians killed him when they couldn’t take 
his cruelty anymore,” Yazzi tells Cole; “he was a cruel bastard; he used a whip 
with wire ends to shred their backs” (52). In return for this torture, the tor-
mented Ohlones strangled the priest and “hung him there by what the Ohlone 
informant called his ‘conycañones.’ I think that means his balls” (52). This image 
of body parts chillingly evokes the serial killer’s modus operandi: as Cole’s teach-
ing assistant reports grimly, “‘Parts of a woman washed up on three different 
beaches in the last couple of days’” (17). These images additionally evoke Cole’s 
memories of collecting and separating his brother’s bones out of a different body 
of water and transporting them home to Mississippi in The Sharpest Sight. The 
vivid, grotesque dismemberment signifi es just how much has been dismantled 
by American colonization, and how difficult it may be to locate and assemble 
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the farfl ung “scraps” of memory (and here, body) into something resembling a 
coherent, functional, living whole. In his haunting nightmares and memories, 
Cole’s own being becomes a storehouse for this long trajectory of imperial cruelty 
and personal tragedy across centuries and regions.

Indeed, what the serial killer comes to represent is the violence done by whites 
who endeavor to capture Indian “essence” and polarize it ethnographically, with 
the kind of innocent but bedeviled imperial authority that effectively constructs 
the Indian from and for a white perspective. Signifi cantly, both of the murder-
ers—yes, there are two—turn out to be McCurtain’s students; and the primary 
killer is Cole’s own white teaching assistant and a fervent scholar of Lakota spiri-
tualism, Robert Malin.8 Malin’s romantic and scholarly interest in Native culture 
is a reminder that seemingly benign white attempts to understand and describe 
Indian identity have proven effectively genocidal. As Vine Deloria Jr. asserts with 
deadpan frankness in Custer Died for Your Sins, “Indians are certain that all soci-
eties of the Near East had anthropologists at one time because all those societies 
are now defunct” (83). In Malin, Professor McCurtain sees the epitome of all of 
his curious, narcissistic students: “In their own mirrors, they were the explorers, 
the raiding parties, horse thieves of life, and some of them were mad” (11). Alan 
Trachtenberg has described white fantasies of indigenousness as annihilations—
“repeated rituals of symbolic sacrifi ce” intended to strengthen Anglo American 
nationalism and innocence (xxiii), a compulsion Cole sees the potential and desire 
for in nearly every “mad” white scholar in the lecture hall. Importantly, while his 
description of their narcissism captures the sense of indigenous fantasy, it also en-
compasses the white settlement narrative that such romantic transferences would 
aim to conceal: white conquerors were “explorers,” “raiding parties,” and “horse 
thieves” in their totalizing collision with the inhabitants of the new world.

Malin thus becomes a symbol of this imperfect repression of colonial violence, 
playing out an Indian charade and a settlement pageant simultaneously. His body 
crudely painted half black and half white, he similarly colors the naked body of 
Cole’s daughter Abby as a prelude to raping and killing her. While doing so, he 
explains his perverse spiritualism: “Native Americans know that the world is 
precariously balanced between good and evil, light and dark, black and white. It 
is up to us to maintain that balance. Mother Earth gives us life and asks that we 
give something in return” (238). His murderous rampage is an ironic perver-
sion of the Indian giver paradigm, ascribing the compulsion to “return” a gift to 
a generic and savage “Native American” sensibility. Yet Owens’s message runs 
deeper: what gift would require such violent retribution? Malin’s butchery seems 
precisely resonant of the mutilation in Cole’s historical dreams, where the painted 
murderer appears with “hands outstretched, a severed head in each palm” while 
“waves rear back and hurl bodies from the sea—heads, hands, arms, and legs” 
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(66). Sent as a missive from a bloody colonial past, the fi gure merges impercep-
tibly with details of the current slayings. With “hate too strong for death,” the 
vengeful Venancio is condemned to wander perpetually “between worlds,” ap-
parently resurfacing in contemporary iterations like Malin’s to restore “balance” 
by unleashing the worst kind of revenge and retribution. It is an Indian gift only 
in the most perverse, corrupt sense.

The true key to cultural salvation as Owens sees it lies in creative,  Native- 
centered spiritualism and storytelling. Cole himself is, like Owens, a writer of 
fi ction whose dust jackets hang in frames on his office wall, making it seem that 
these scraps of histories and events are infi ltrating his body in order to be as-
sembled into a coherent narrative. But only Cole’s Mississippi relatives have the 
power to authenticate Cole’s words by reminding him of the locus of family, com-
munity, and the transcendent power of storytelling. “This story’s so big, Cole 
sees only a little bit of it,” Uncle Luther declares (79); when Luther arrives in 
California, he asks Cole “‘How come you ain’t wrote no more of them books? 
You used to write good stories’” (226). Owens makes it clear that Luther may 
not be interested in the content of the stories so much as their import and ca-
pacity to heal—he asks Cole this question just after affirming the value of his 
visit: “‘Ain’t you glad I made you get up from that fl oor now, Grandson?’” (226). 
Indeed, the Mississippi perspective is what completes the panorama and heals 
Cole’s crippled soul; even before the nightmares began, he had been plagued 
with the idea that his novels were made up of “someone else’s words” (19). In his 
disappointment over this idea, Cole suddenly remembers “an image of Onatima 
in Uncle Luther’s cabin as she had been when he met her, pulling a paperback 
from the pocket of her apron and smiling . . . ‘That’s how they make the world,’ 
she had said that day, and for twenty years he’d tried to make his own world with 
words, like they did, always remembering Onatima” (20). It is Onatima’s wisdom 
that compels him to keep writing, though his faith in the authenticity of his own 
words is fragile at best. The events of the novel make him yearn for that aid even 
more strongly: “He thought of the old woman, and his father and great uncle the 
last time he’d been back in Mississippi. . . . The moist air of the Yazoo River had 
lain heavily on them all, and the old man, Uncle Luther, had looked upon him 
as though lost in shadow. Now Cole found himself here in this farthest point of 
the world where something, fi nally, had sought him out” (20). He is wracked by 
horrible images; nauseated and trying to eat something out of a can (the only food 
that appeals to him), Cole “levered the tab open, thinking of the girl they’d found 
in the sea, imagining a story that could end that way. Somewhere in that story 
was a moment of shrieking horror so great it struck at his soul. And again, he felt 
the strange sense of responsibility, a terrible weight” (20). Yet he is paralyzed, 
drowning his anxiety in alcohol, perpetually sick to his stomach, and unable to do 



Re-membering the Missing 177

anything—until his uncle, aunt, and father come from Mississippi to help him 
put together the pieces of the story, to change the ending—to absolve him of the 
terrible burden of responsibility and guilt for crimes done to his own people.

Different from the guilt imposed culturally on African Americans like 
Wright’s protagonist, Cole’s sense of disgrace seems to stem from his own in-
eradicable distance from his past and his community. Cole remembers being 
“just a visitor down there” in Mississippi (47), thinking back explicitly to the 
events in The Sharpest Sight that introduced him to the Choctaw “shadow world” 
that “was threatening to subsume the life he’d constructed out of books” (93). 
Clearly the English professor’s existence has been dominated and constructed 
by the “whiteness of his other self,” both ethnic and cultural, and his struggle 
now becomes the one of embracing his shadowy Indian half. California itself 
is not the answer, because it represents a place where Owens, like Cole, felt he 
“never stopped being a stranger” (Mixedblood 144). Indeed, the message seems 
to be that the fate of contemporary Indianness is a perpetual marginality, a sense 
of permanent homelessness in the world. Faced with the burden and (literal) 
nightmares of history, Cole must learn to make his own words and worlds; he 
must piece together “home” and family and survival across landscapes, histories, 
and states. His diasporic condition and his relatives’ aid tell us that “home” for 
the contemporary southeastern Indian is fragmented, migratory, shadowy, and 
scattered. Given the graphic events of the novel, we might even say mutilated. 
Indeed, Cole fi rst meets his Navajo friend Alex when Alex is dismembering a 
deer (24–25), and later in the novel Cole himself uses a chainsaw to downsize the 
dead dog (suggestively named Custer) that he must fi t into a small backyard grave 
(192). Cole’s world is fi lled gratuitously with fragmentation of all sorts of bodies, 
a sense that things have, as Walker Percy’s Will Barrett intuited they would, come 
“fl ying apart” at the hands of meddling humans—and the only solution seems to 
be in reuniting families, geographies, and colonial traumas.

Postcolonial theory helps us see Cole’s plight in clear and devastating terms: 
as Bhabha describes, the horrifi c violence of colonial violence must be remem-
bered in order to be exorcised. Part of the decolonization process, then, is an 
active engagement with history and trauma, a purposeful “re- membering” of the 
past. Not surprisingly, both African Americans and Native Americans have ap-
propriated the concept of re- membering (or, for Toni Morrison, “rememory”) in 
order to dramatize the very physical process of piecing together a mutilated colo-
nial body through the subversive conduit of discourse and creation. Thus Cole’s 
weapon is not a chainsaw but a pen. Uncle Luther’s mandates are clear enough; 
in urging Cole to write again, he complains, “‘They got too many stories about us. 
We need to write books about them now. Get even’” (226). What Onatima adds 
to Cole’s lessons are more subtle reminders of what the South’s exclusive social 
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order has wrought: “My father was an important man among the Choctaw. He 
had a big house and fi elds and horses and was richer than any of our neighbors, 
including the whites . . . but when we were with white people I saw my father 
grow small” (139). The young Onatima, similarly debased, remembers her own 
erasure refl ected back to her: “I looked in a mirror and saw nothing” (139). When 
Onatima recounts these memories, Abby is still shaken from having just seen the 
murderer peeping in the window of Cole’s house and frantically shooting out 
the glass with her father’s gun; Onatima’s story contextualizes the scare, relates 
it not just to southeastern agrarian social history but to Native diminishment 
under white domination generally: “Perhaps the man who frightened you to-
day wants to make you see yourself only through his eyes, so that you can only 
imagine yourself from outside the window looking in. That way, every time you 
look in a mirror you will see only what the man sees. You will always be outside 
yourself, and your own refl ection will be a trap. When that happens we become 
like ghosts who can’t see our own bodies” (140). Her answer to Cole’s crisis is 
disarmingly simple: Indians must resist the white authority that Malin’s murders 
and  window- peeping represent, and then “make others see us so we can know we 
exist. . . . We have to have our own stories” (140).

But telling such stories is neither simple nor easy when the content is elusive. 
Cole begins to heal his besieged body and mind only with the help of Luther, 
Hoey, and Onatima’s presence and wisdom; importantly, he commences trying 
to put a narrative to the dreams, to begin telling the Native story. Over coffee 
soon after the Mississippians’ arrival, Uncle Luther ponders the history behind 
Cole’s dreams: “‘Alex gave me a copy of an 1877 interview with an Indian named 
Lorenzo Asisara, the son of one of the men who killed the priest. His parents 
were Venancio and Manuela Asisara’” (227). Cole continues the story as it has 
been written not in books but in his psyche: “‘That’s the name I woke up with,’” 
he says, “‘Venancio Asisara’” (227). Refl ecting on young Lorenzo’s green eyes, 
Cole begins to construct a version of history not yet recorded: “‘How do you 
think the son ended up with green eyes?’” (227). Cole’s question seems in part 
rhetorical, as his dreams have the answer already encoded in them: the priest 
had raped Manuela, resulting in a  mixed- race child and compelling Venancio’s 
murderous revenge. In subtle moments like these, Owens suggests that Cole is 
beginning to put together the pieces of not just this particular mystery, but the 
panorama of his own and his people’s violation.

His ability to relate these historical lessons to the present crisis becomes criti-
cal when Robert Malin abducts and attempts to kill Cole’s daughter Abby. As 
Cole rushes to help her, Abby is already saving herself with the memory of her 
father’s words—an old Indian song that Cole repeats at several points through-
out the novel: “I had been looking far,” the lyrics go, “sending my spirit north, south, 
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east, and west, but I could fi nd nothing, no way of escape” (36, 193). The memory of 
these words prompts Abby to defi ance: “‘Don’t kill me,’ she said,” as her hand 
gropes the ground beneath her pinned body and fi nds Malin’s gun (239). She 
shoots him with it and effectively ends the killing rampage. As the Indian song 
predicts, Abby and Cole’s peregrinations “north, south, east, and west” have 
failed to provide an “escape” from the hauntings of American history. The an-
swers are in the bloody ground always already beneath the Indian wherever he 
or she moves; and so are the weapons. At precisely this moment, the ghost of 
Venancio Asisara appears, apparently conjured by Cole’s voice. “‘It was a brave 
thing saying his name like that,’” Onatima tells Cole later; Cole responds, “‘No. 
It was what he wanted all the time’” (243).

Ultimately, the power to speak and name, to narrate and identify, is what liber-
ates these lost souls imprisoned in the ether of American colonial history. This, 
fi nally, is Cole’s grave “responsibility” at the end of a crime thriller that would 
otherwise seem of little interest to literary scholars. The murders solved and 
Abby safe, the family leaves the haunted coast and retreats to New Mexico. Cole 
and Abby implore the southerners to stay with them; “‘We’ll be lost without 
you’” Abby insists (243). But Onatima reassures them that they needn’t be geo-
graphically bound in order to feel connected and safe:

 “We have to go home, Grandson, we’ve been gone far too long . . .

When so many were removed, we stayed behind. So how could we leave now? Who 

would talk to them out there at night if I never went home? And how would I fi nd 

the path so far away? Who would tell them of their granddaughter in these strange, 

 lightning- struck mountains?” She shook her head again. “Luther and I have our tasks 

back there . . . So the crux of the matter is that we have to go home.” (242–43)

Their “task” is, like Cole’s, to “tell” the stories that “talk” across the miles to 
those homeless wanderers “out there at night” in the darkness of exile. As long as 
these resistant southerners remain at home, and as long as they are bound by talk 
and story, Cole and his family will never be lost.

Awiakta’s Gift

Such communication becomes possible even while rooted to a stultifying south-
ern context. While Owens transports his fi ctional southerners across miles and 
generations, replacing geographical fi xity with cultural persistence, Marilou 
Awiakta’s approach is more like Onatima’s. That is, her stories function as stub-
born telegraphs from the Appalachian mountains in an effort to give voice to 
those who managed quietly to retain their southern homelands. In her collec-
tion of poetry, Abiding Appalachia: Where Mountain and Atom Meet and, later, 



180 Chapter Five

her multigeneric work Selu: Seeking the Corn-Mother’s Wisdom, Awiakta es-
tablishes herself fi rmly on southern terrain. Abiding Appalachia harmoniously 
reconciles the Agrarian South’s age- old resistance to modernity and science. 
Having grown up on the atomic frontier in Oak Ridge, Tennessee’s branch of 
the Manhattan Project that developed the fi rst atomic bomb, Awiakta recounts 
her lifelong project of negotiating the rift between nature and technology, writ-
ing as an Appalachian southerner as much as a Cherokee. The opening of Selu 
gives another, more playful account of her composite  southern- Indian, creative 
and cultural orientation: “‘Write a straightforward introduction,’ my editor says 
. . . I smile. ‘Up in Appalachia where I’m from, we never do that when a story’s 
afoot. And this one about Selu is long and winding’” (xiv). From the beginning 
and consistently throughout her works, Awiakta marks her voice as both rural 
Appalachian and Cherokee; in fact, she grounds herself fi rst in a recognizably 
southern region and dialect (“a story’s afoot”), and only secondly specifi es her 
subject, the story of the Corn Mother Selu, an indigenous parable that appears in 
different forms across most Native cultures. This staking of territory is important 
because it signifi es a quiet refusal to be separated from the land and the identity 
that have shaped her identity and her voice, along with an enduring connection 
to those other Indians “out there in the night.”

One section of Selu in particular conveys more concretely just how staunchly 
Awiakta pitches her southern voice in the battle to protect Native culture from 
literal erasure by the cold, amnesiac mechanisms of American policy. She 
documents the Tellico Dam controversy that consumed and divided much of 
Tennessee, the U.S. government, and the eastern band of Cherokee in the clos-
ing years of the 1970s. The Tennessee Valley Authority had initiated a project 
to fl ood the Tellico region in an effort to generate  twenty- three megawatts of 
energy—a comparatively small boon to the massive tva power grid and one that 
promised to cost more money than it would ultimately produce (Awiakta, Selu 
48). But there were far more grave drawbacks to the project: fi rst, the certain 
elimination of the endangered snail darter fi sh, and second, the literal erasure 
of “the historical and spiritual heartland of the Cherokee nation” with its sacred 
places and burial mounds (47). Nonetheless, the plan marched forward. Awiakta 
painstakingly details the catastrophe because it represents, for her, the Trail of 
Tears all over again, “an old pattern” of expropriation repeating itself on south-
ern soil (44). Worse, the contemporary invisibility of Cherokee community in 
the South dulls and obscures the public’s sense of outrage, muting any protests 
to an inaudible murmur. “How could such a momentous issue go unnoticed by 
the national media?” Awiakta asks in disbelief; how could it remain untouched 
by “even the Memphis media?” (43). When the news stories did begin to circu-
late, they tended to be “uninterested” reports of the Cherokee as “just one more 
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voice shouting against the dam” (47); brief pieces eventually appeared in local 
papers, but “with a marked lack of crusading passion” (49). Awiakta’s disbelief 
is answered by a disturbing recognition: this most recent removal fails to touch 
or move the general public because it is perceived as unreal. “‘Indians moved off 
200 years ago,’” the mayor of nearby Tellico Plains proclaimed publicly. “‘Live 
Americans—be they black, white or red—are more important than the remains 
of dead Indians’” (qtd. in Awiakta, Selu 58). Despite the rich, vibrant signs of 
cultural survival in the region, Indians’ continued presence as indigenous peo-
ples—for whom the remains of ancestors continue to play a vital role in their 
culture—had gone unnoticed by even their neighbors. Stunned members of the 
press wondered, “‘Why didn’t we know about the Cherokee cause before now?’” 
and a famous cartoonist whose drawings actively satirized the “dam- versus- fi sh” 
controversy admitted to having no idea that the “Cherokee issue” was even an is-
sue in the debate (58). Yet how can we blame such individuals and institutions for 
failing to know what every public and political proclamation seems to contradict 
or disregard? The Tellico travesty confi rms the persistence of what removal and 
Manifest Destiny set in motion: whoever gets in the way of American progress 
will be literally blotted out by those in power.

The force of Awiakta’s questions and revelations derives from her inclusive 
purview; she is concerned not just about Native invisibility but about the miscar-
riages of American democracy more broadly and with the survival of the earth 
for all its inhabitants. “If the watchdog of the people can be blind for so long to 
a domestic issue such as this,” Awiakta asks in strikingly prescient tones, “how 
can we be sure what really is happening abroad, in places like Afghanistan and 
Iran?” (59). In the Tellico resurgence, Awiakta feels “America heading West, the 
direction of death and destruction: the Darkening Land” (54). It becomes easier 
now to see why the western landscape offers Owens such a fi tting extension of 
and perspective on the darkening land of his southern memories. While his lens 
moves west to isolate the postcolonial Native condition in all its expansive hor-
ror, Awiakta’s response is to heed the advice of her parents to “‘Have faith.’ In 
short, ‘Head East’” (63). In the face of continued metaphorical Removal, the 
motion of hope and renewal lies in a counterthrust back home, back east. The 
role of the South’s silenced Indians in this process is crucial. Awiakta holds 
fi rmly to her roots and uses them to trumpet her message across American 
landscapes more vastly. She introduces Selu with a “fax” to the reader, a form 
meant to emulate the  forward- moving technology of contemporary life, reach-
ing out “To: The Reader / Fax No.: Wherever you are / From: Awiakta / 
Fax No.: East Tennessee mountains” (xv). Into the space of diaspora and mi-
gration, Awiakta sends her message from a very specifi c, grounded location 
in the “East.” From there, she can begin to do the cultural work her writing 
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represents; indeed, the fax specifi es that the “Content” of the book will be the 
Corn Mother’s “survival wisdoms,” employed to mitigate crises like Tellico (xv): 
“family business, homeland business” (43).

Indeed, Awiakta’s writing shows voice and communication in any form to be the 
key to such survival. In the face of the Tellico debacle, she wonders “what could I 
do?” Her answer, repeated in myriad ways throughout Selu, is simple: “‘All I can 
do is write,’ I said. ‘I’m not well known. I don’t have any clout. Who will publish 
it? And even if somebody did, what good is it to sling a poem at a dam?’ ‘Do it’” 
her Tennessee friend implores (43). Awiakta’s gestures come in the form of public 
appeals, letters to editors, opinion articles in newspapers and journals, interviews; 
selections from many of these pieces appear in Selu, often transformed into prose 
poems or short verses. The all- encompassing nature of Awiakta’s writing, which 
spans genres and subjects with seamless energy, evokes an urgency simply to keep 
speaking, writing, and documenting something, anything. But what she intones 
often cuts to the very heart of colonial silencing: “In plain terms,” she warns, 
“when others want what you have, they make up distorted stories about you” 
(166). What Malin and the white conquerors represent in Bone Game, and what 
the marvelous fi ctions of the white South bequeath insidiously to its future gen-
erations, Awiakta wards off here by urging the circulation of new stories. The tale 
of Selu in particular offers wisdom for all people, with its principles of nourish-
ment and balance and even gender equity; her vision is collaborative and inclusive: 
“if we plant together, we can do much,” she encourages (166).

Indeed, Awiakta offers her words and companionship directly to the reader; 
she repeats verbatim a poem called “I Offer You a Gift” twice in Selu, once at the 
beginning and again near the end (8, 207). The “gift” she imagines and priori-
tizes so emphatically is, again, the story of Selu the Corn Mother herself. Corn 
was the Wampanoag’s fi rst gift to the Pilgrims, the key to British survival in the 
alien, cold New World. Awiakta knows well the meaning of this Indian gift, which 
is yet another ironic inversion of the Corn Mother parable: even “schoolchildren 
learn that corn was ‘a gift from the Indians’ and that early settlers would have 
starved without it.9 But the recipients of the gift have always written the official 
history of America” (20). Everywhere in the world she sees other signs of Mother 
Earth giving and her inhabitants failing to reciprocate, much as America’s victors 
continue to take, to “write” history and silence the givers. The choice to circulate 
the Corn Mother’s story as a metaphor for encouraging “the law of giving back” 
is heavily symbolic, the kernel of corn not only a reminder of hardiness and hy-
bridity but a veritable “seed- thought for survival” that will bear fruit in time, an 
“investment” operating on the “natural principle of deferred returns” (20, 37). 
Awiakta thus revises the terms of the Indian giver dynamic, exemplifying the 
confi dence that the principle of generosity will eventually result in the best kind 
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of returns. Yet her views are neither escapist nor reactionary; rather she envisions 
a contemporary, progressive America of “truer democracy,” and she invites all 
readers to journey with her to that destination. Indeed, she draws them into a 
truly conjunctural, collaborative process: “Although this book contains my seed-
 thoughts about survival and the Corn- Mother, as you gather them up, please 
add your own. . . . Make this our book” (38). At the end of every public speaking 
or reading engagement, Awiakta routinely invites the audience to come forward 
to receive a seed of corn that she places reverently in the palm of each hand as a 
reminder of our common human bond and task. “‘This thing they call corn is I,’” 
she writes. “The kernel is deep red, like a drop of the Corn- Mother’s blood. Or 
like a drop of our own, where genes bring the seeds of memory into the present, 
so we can have a future. ‘We are the stories.’ We have to remember that. We are 
the stories. We are creating them now” (214).

Awiakta designs her own “poetic version” of Selu’s story to appeal to a gen-
eral audience, those readers “wherever” they may be; but the power of her voice 
comes, like Onatima’s wisdom, from its anchor in a specifi cally southern space 
and voice—a clear, triumphant message of endurance and survival. “There is 
. . . one phrase,” she says, “that carries special intensity in the South (and per-
haps elsewhere): ‘Sick and tired.’ It means that you’ve been pushed to the limit 
of endurance. Something’s got to give. And you’ll consult the highest power to 
see that it does. I think the animals in [Selu’s] story had reached that point” (24). 
In the story, the animals are saved from Kanati the hunter’s relentless pursuit 
when Corn Mother is sent to be his wife and to help nourish the earth’s inhabi-
tants. No more would the animals be consumed and erased from the earth at 
the whim of one greedy hunter. The analogy to Indian existence under Anglo 
American domination is chilling, but the hope encoded in the corn parable is, in 
Awiakta’s capable voice, just as strong. The southern sense of being “Sick and 
tired” emerges achingly throughout Selu’s multifaceted historical, social, and 
personal refl ections, as does a very literal translation of the idiom that, in the 
face of so much exhaustion and depletion, “something’s got to give.” Ironically, 
it is the Indian who “gives” yet again. Stories will heal, Awiakta knows; perhaps 
words will not stop a dam, but their gathering strength and sense can eventually 
alter the world. This process would be unimaginable for Awiakta away from her 
Tennessee homeland: “One way to heal the deep slashes that sever us from rela-
tionship and hope,” she suggests, “is to go back to our home ground—our primal 
space—and fi nd within it the deepest human root. In Appalachia, as elsewhere in 
America, that root is American Indians. They were the fi rst to call the mountains 
home, as most Appalachians of every ethnic background continue to do” (170).

“Home” can be vibrantly multiethnic and communal, a place of gathering and 
conjunction rather than separation and silence. Awiakta’s inclusive sentiments 
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seem to stem from knowing too acutely and literally the danger of mathematical 
and scientifi c division. The 1936 Tennessee world she was born into was nothing 
if not riven, marked by Depression, World War II, the atomic project, and height-
ening racial mobility and strife. Most of all, her experiences among technological 
and economic crises seem to serve as parables for the social catastrophes roiling 
about the midcentury South. She was raised, as she puts it, on dual frontiers: one 
ecological (her east Tennessee mountains), the other scientifi c (the Oak Ridge 
settlement where her father worked). She learns fi nally to bridge the two in her 
Abiding Appalachia: Where Mountain and Atom Meet by embracing the principle 
of environmental balance. What most “traditional” southerners so far have been 
unable to grasp and critique objectively Awiakta attempts not only to articulate but 
to subvert. She understands the atom, in a sense, as an all- encompassing trope for 
race relations, ethnic diversity, and basic human interaction; with its inherent di-
visiveness and explosive potential, the atom is nonetheless “part of me, too” (Selu 
31). By abusing it, she warns, “our world will become a charred and steaming heap. 
Burned fl esh. Silence” (71). But by assimilating the atom and its horrifi c capacity 
for disaster, one also learns to embody and harmonize difference. The Oak Ridge 
scientists “emphasized the peaceful potential of the atom and the importance of 
personal commitment in using it. Essentially, their message was the same as my 
mother’s” (68). Awiakta’s own message is both traditional and explosive—it unites 
past teachings and contemporary progress in a revolutionary way. She repeatedly 
uses the word mystery to describe the advances surrounding the atomic project, 
which of course culminated in the development of the nuclear bomb. Somehow, 
Awiakta knows she must inevitably make peace with not just this but with all of 
the world’s engimatic energies and individuals, trusting they can be harnessed for 
good rather than destruction; she wears around her neck as a constant reminder an 
emblem uniting her native energies with these scientifi c laws: Little Deer leaping 
through the atom, caught in a moment of permanent equilibrium.

But the atom remains troubling: the abuse of Native lands and people for 
uranium mining, testing, and disposal has been decried by Indian activists like 
Leslie Marmon Silko as an extreme manifestation of environmental racism.10 
While white writers also lived under and alluded to the shadow of the nuclear 
bomb at midcentury—most famously Faulkner in his famous Nobel Prize speech 
query, “when will I be blown up?”—Native Americans seem particularly attuned 
to who will go fi rst, and who has already suffered, in such catastrophes. As Helen 
Jaskoski has noted,

American Indian authors are acutely sensitive to the poisoning of many Indian mine 

workers and families in the vicinity of uranium mines of the Southwest, to the racism 

in the choice of the fi rst (and so far only) targets of nuclear weapons, to the misuse of 
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natural resources and destruction of the environment involved in the production of 

nuclear weapons, and to the removal of so much of the GNP from support for human 

needs in favor of weapons. (481)

Without dismissing these concerns, Awiakta decides that her only option is to 
understand, control, and assimilate the mechanics of the power that can—and 
has—utterly destroyed her people’s history and culture: in Pueblo uranium 
mines, in the federal government’s legislation of economic injustice and human 
rights abuses, and in the South’s explosive racial and ethnic incubators.

The lesson is ultimately about power: about seizing something unfathomably 
small and giving it the force, through the separation of its parts, to destroy the 
entire world—and then to hold it still. Cole McCurtain’s dreams tell him that he 
is “everything and everyone at the same time,” all the murderers and the mur-
dered throughout time and space (95). The end to violence involves a merging of 
these perspectives rather than further antagonisms. The atom’s lesson deepens: 
“in the mid- 1970s,” Awiakta recounts, “the [linear] path ended in an infi nitesimal 
circle: the quark. A particle so small that even with the help of huge machines, 
humans can see only its trace. . . . It is a mystery that no conceivable research is 
likely to dispel, the life force in process—nurturing, enabling, enduring, fi erce. I 
call it the atom’s mother heart” (68). The linear rules of science and mathematics 
that teach humans to divide and destroy with such precision become circular. It 
is an approximation of the “life force,” the heart of all things, and perhaps a space 
of new beginning.

It would seem no accident that Awiakta ends Selu with a brief section called 
“The Ciphers.” In mathematics, a cipher refers to zero, which was originally a 
placeholder; as such, it has a secondary meaning of “mystery” or “secret code.” 
Awiakta draws on both implications when she promises to transport the reader 
imaginatively to the nation’s own heart, Washington, D.C., “to see and decode the 
secret ciphers, the guiding messages for the  twenty- fi rst century. . . . They are 
in plain view. But most people probably pass them every day without recogniz-
ing what they really are” (326). The ciphers are, of course, Indians, and Awiakta 
knows that the future prosperity of not just the South but the entire nation lies in 
seeing what so many Americans shield from view every day: the walking symbols 
of a disastrous, colonized past, still in “plain view” but rendered insignifi cant, 
“ciphers” and zeroes. Awiakta ends her book here, with the trailing phrase, “the 
Creator offers us a gift . . .” (326). The  hoped- for exchange would take place, im-
portantly, in the nation’s capital: there, federal Indian policies have institutional-
ized blood quantum ratios and employed scientifi c equations of identity to either 
bestow or withhold all that the Certifi cate of Degree of Indian Blood card grants 
and signifi es. The gift of the cipher is fi gured as a strategic recalibration of the 
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zero status that federal policy labors subtly to insure in Indian affairs nationwide. 
Awiakta counters this obliteration by urging the public to see Indians for what 
they “really are”; that in itself is a gift, a “guiding message for the  twenty- fi rst 
century.”

The best work on southern literature now acknowledges such diversity and 
multiplicity within traditionally segregated or reductively biracial spaces; and 
Awiakta seeks to include herself within that panorama rather than withdraw from 
it or suffer in silent obscurity any longer. For many tribal communities that seek 
to retreat from American “progress” and assimilation, this integrationist vision 
might be less than ideal. But Awiakta embraces without bitterness or reluctance 
the revolutionary potential of a thoroughly hybrid, “cross- pollinated” race of 
contemporary Americans. Ultimately, both Owens and Awiakta remind us that 
the true Indian gift is not about territory or space or possessions but rather hu-
man community, relationships, and the survival of nature. Both writers seek in 
different ways to take back, inhabit, and reterritorialize the U.S. South as a primal 
space of reconstitution for American Indians, playing out the role of Indian giver 
in marvelously metaphorical and subversive ways. The gifts they offer are not 
directed toward any specifi c tribes or persons, nor are they concrete objects or 
goods; rather, they are metaphors, shadows of thought, seeds of ideas, sprinkled 
and disseminated across not just the South but the entire land, planted and tended 
with the utmost hope that a razed landscape may someday yield a harvest.

Bridging Worlds: Immigrants Re- membering Home

While acknowledging the endurance of Native perspectives on and in the South 
crucially disrupts its prevailing biracial narratives, additional critiques ought to 
move not backward and inward but forward and outward. While nontraditional, 
immigrant southerners have long been a part of the South’s fabric, they have only 
recently begun to be acknowledged not just as southerners but as relevant to dis-
cussions of a South and the southern experience. As Raymond A. Mohl avers, the 
infl ux of Hispanic immigrants challenges the notion that the South is primarily 
a  black- white phenomenon, as “ubiquitously visible” immigrants have created a 
“multicultural and multiethnic rather than biracial . . . society in many southern 
places” (70). While Hispanics comprise the largest percentage of the South’s im-
migrant population, David M. Reimers suggests that Asian settlers are a rapidly 
growing contingent, particularly in urban communities. Interestingly, Reimers 
reports that some of the fi rst Chinese to arrive in the South were actively re-
cruited by “post–Civil War planters who wanted to replace newly freed slaves” 
(103); even the Vicksburg Times declared, “‘Our prosperity depends entirely upon 
the recovery of lost ground, and we therefore say let the [Chinese] Coolies come, 
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and we will take the chance of Christianizing them’” (qtd. in Reimers 103). Like 
the African American and Native American slaves before them, inferior, pagan 
outsiders are judged by the value they may bring to a South banking on the re-
turn of “prosperity” and the “recovery of lost ground.” When these fi gures no 
longer serve their needs or fail to play their roles of subservience, they become 
peripheral.

However, these outside infl uences nonetheless contribute crucial methods 
for apprehending the self- interestedness of an enduringly potent economic and 
racial order; moreover, they expose the plantation South’s place within a larger 
panorama of imperial cruelty and violence. Such voices do not necessarily escape 
or defuse the calculating discourses of separation, hierarchy, and devaluation 
so much as they suggest the need to understand such imperatives in a context 
that lays bare the plight of the colonized on a global scale. C. Vann Woodward 
argued over fi fty years ago what recent scholars of the South like James Cobb 
and William Stueck are only now beginning to acknowledge and explore: “when 
viewed against a broader global backdrop, the South’s experience seems far less 
distinctive” than historians and Americans have long presumed, for a variety 
of usually self- serving reasons (xi). The South was, in fact, initially founded by 
early forces of globalization “that had created a worldwide demand for semitropi-
cal products like tobacco and rice and pulled together a remarkable mixture of 
peoples from around the Atlantic basin” (Peacock, Watson, and Matthews 2).11 
Poised at the nexus of another wave of globalization, the contemporary South 
continues to utilize the international infusions of capital and populace that fun-
damentally underwrote the operations of the calculating South as we have come 
to know it. This is not just an exercise in comparativism or in rendering the 
South less exceptional than so many have wanted it to be for diverse motives; 
rather, these analogous outside / inside perspectives seem to offer hopeful strate-
gies for permanently disabling the rhetoric and weapons of mass exploitation and 
erasure.

As Maureen Ryan’s discussion of Vietnamese immigrants to the U.S. South 
suggests, contemporary outsiders “offer both a challenge to and a reinforcement 
of traditional southern perceptions of place, history, and family” (240); Richard 
Gray notes that Lan Cao’s Monkey Bridge in particular “both refl ects and re-
fracts common Southern themes and tropes” (“Some Notes” 21). Monkey Bridge 
opens, signifi cantly, with the Vietnamese narrator Mai remembering her work 
in a Saigon military hospital where she “acted as a scribe, writing down battle-
fi eld memories and dying declarations from those war- wounded who were too 
weak to write letters” (12). But the action of the novel is far removed from war-
time Vietnam, set instead in Arlington, Virginia, in 1978, where Mai’s traumatic 
memories of home resurface as a critical context for her negotiation of her place 
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as an immigrant in the South. The lost homeland constitutes a kind of phan-
tom limb for such refugees, whom Mai sees as “not much unlike the physically 
wounded. They had continued to hang onto their Vietnam lives, caressing the 
shape of a country that was no longer there, in a way not much different from 
amputees who continue to feel the silhouette of their absent limbs. Years later, 
they continued to deny the fact that some tender and unexpendable part of them 
had been exiled into a space that could not be reached, and so they would con-
tinue to live their lives, like my mother, in a long wail of denial” (256). In echoes 
of southern nostalgia, the kind of somatic memories that Mai and her mother 
retain uncannily merge Vietnamese and U.S. southern frameworks. The notion 
of the phantom limb as a lost origin captures the immigrant’s anonymity within 
the  black- white South; but it also suggests the disturbing fact that such absence 
and erasure is what initiates these outsiders most distinctly as southerners.

Much like Owens’s grisly postcolonial panorama, the world of Lan Cao’s 
Monkey Bridge is littered with shattered bodies and tangled histories that import 
Vietnam’s most grisly scenes into an American southern context. From the start, 
Mai is as geographically and historically disoriented as Cole McCurtain: walking 
into Arlington Hospital to visit her mother who has just suffered a stroke, she 
believes she smells the blood and hears the gunshots around the Saigon military 
hospital, feeling that “everything was unfurling, everything, and I knew I was 
back there again” (1). The U.S. fl ag snapping in the breeze reorients her, and 
she remembers that she is “not in Saigon” and that “it was not 1968 but 1978”; 
but in the next moment she pivots back again to Vietnam: “I knew, I knew what 
I would see next. His face, not the face before the explosion, but the face after, 
motionless in a liquefi ed red that poured from a tangle of delicate veins” (2). 
Inexorably, she fi nds battlefi eld imagery and danger wherever she looks; the same 
is true for her mother, whom Mai blames for what she calls her “fl awed eye. . . . 
Through that eye I could see nothing but danger in the phantom landscape” (20). 
The “phantom landscape” is simultaneously Virginia and Vietnam, the latter a 
 longed- for but brutally marked absence and the former simply a blank without 
personal history, a template upon which to project these memories of peril. But 
if it is her mother’s eye that Mai sees through, it is also her mother whom she is 
looking at; that is, these signs of danger are all associated with her mother, relic of 
the old world and Mai’s primary obstacle to realizing a new American existence. 
Mai’s mother complicates Mai’s disorientation by weaving a lifelong fabric of 
half- truths about her origins. Her mother’s face is mutilated and scarred like the 
Saigon soldier’s—not by the stroke that landed her in the hospital bed but by a 
long- ago accident. She lies about the precise cause of the scars, telling Mai that 
her disfi gurement resulted from a kitchen fi re; in reality, she was struck with na-
palm dropped by a plane in a free- fi re zone in Vietnam (250–51). Mai looks at her 
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mother in America and sees the past trying to “thrash its way through her fl esh” 
so violently that she “could practically hear the sound of old memories ripping 
their way through her face” (5, 9). Mai strains to learn the truth of these memo-
ries but cannot break through her mother’s wall of protective denial and erasure, 
her very body rendered “a battlefi eld, she a war wound fastened to a bed in a 
suburban hospital,” as out of place in Virginia as Mai’s haunting fl ashbacks (7).

While these memories introduce a vision of immigrant experience that is 
painful and fragmented, they suggest further that being “other” in the American 
South in particular amounts to a new brand of annihilation and vanishing. 
Immigrants are uncannily like America’s own veterans: “as long as America 
hated its own soldiers, we would never be welcome in this country. . . . Our fate, 
[Mrs. Bay] believed, was linked  cross- eyed with the fate of the gis themselves” 
(65). Signifi cantly, newcomers fi nd themselves relegated to the margins of society 
reserved for fi gures of weakness, inferiority, and loss; that their fellow pariahs are 
reminders of an American imperial mission gone disastrously wrong is telling: to 
preserve national order and health, symbols of such audacity and failure must be 
repressed. Their ostracism simply makes these new Americans desire inclusion 
that much more intensely; while Mai fi nds herself condemned to her mother’s 
memories, she also begins to differentiate herself in a fashion that Cao describes 
tellingly as “a war” between Asian and European modes of thought (61). Mai sees 
her mother as the one who cannot adjust and who lacks substance and integrity 
in an American context: “Both Mrs. Bay and my mother had seemed unreal since 
the fi rst day they arrived together in this country. . . . In many ways, they con-
tinued to live in a geography of thoughts defi ned by the map of a country that no 
longer existed in terms I could understand” (66).

Signifi cantly, Mai’s “terms” of orientation in this new geography are math-
ematical and scientifi c. She knows that the English language itself represents 
“power” and “authority”; her “temptation to invent” rather than interpret things 
for her mother illustrates the control she has over the language and thus over her 
mother (37, 38). Her position as an “outsider with inside information” means 
that “seeing both sides to everything” she “belonged to neither” (41, 212, 88). 
Occupying an in- between space is a classically postcolonial condition, one with 
empowering potential but something Mai feels compelled to master and escape in 
a typically American southern way—by appealing to the order of logic and posi-
tivism. She develops a mania for truth and certainty: “it was the  clear- cut, not 
the complex, that I longed for” (88). She is controlled by “deadlines, sequences 
that have to be followed,” prefers “itemized” lists of information, and fi nds the 
“physical sciences . . . a safe, predictable arena”; she sees herself “as implacable 
and exact as the sciences my father had taught me” (62, 87, 129, 163). Equipped 
with these tools, she believes she has the power to offer her mother “reality” in 
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America, but her mother, “imperfect and unable to adjust, died in my mind” 
(70). What Mai doesn’t realize is that the mechanisms she uses to understand her 
American reality are part of the operations that work to obliterate people like her-
self and her mother, and that she becomes complicit in this process by mentally 
erasing her mother’s disruptive existence.

The economic world from which such formulas and precision derive is an 
imperial one: “in effect,” Mai knows, “an American trade embargo . . . could 
make an entire country vanish like an electronic blip from the living pulses of 
the world’s radar screen” (196). In defeat, the United States retaliates with eco-
nomic sanctions that have the effect of literally blotting out entire populations, 
not just conceptually but often physically.12 As Viet Thanh Nguyen and Tina 
Chen refl ect, global capitalism itself is responsible for creating “the conditions of 
migrancy and re- settlement for many postcolonial Asian populations,” bringing 
Mai’s mother and Mrs. Bay to the dubious refuge of American shores, where even 
Mai’s mother is, after all, “seduced into the American Dream” (5,144). She and 
Mrs. Bay begin to plan a business, envisioning a “courtly, entrepreneurial future 
for themselves in the here and now of America”; what orients them in their new 
environment is “the solidity . . . the precision of numbers, the estimate of supply 
and demand . . . the projected costs and profi ts, which appeared to be distinctly 
plausible and remarkably realistic” (166, 167). Signifi cantly, the women can be 
seen “going over the numbers” at the precise moment when Mai becomes most 
curious and hungry for information about the past that will unlock the mystery 
of her mother’s person and history; so when she asks these “unanswerable ques-
tions,” her mother is distracted from them by tinkering with the problems and 
solutions of her new country: profi t margins and account balances (166).

Even if Mai’s mother is attempting valiantly to achieve the American Dream, 
she does not arrive at its calculations and plans entirely cold. That is, what Mai 
doesn’t realize until late in Monkey Bridge is that her mother’s language of truth 
and accounting is not so different from the American southern version after all. 
The mystery that preoccupies Mai and her mother (who becomes a narrator as 
well in her journal entries) throughout much of the novel is the question: “What 
had happened to my grandfather? What sort of sorrow is my mother living with?” 
(166). Baba Quan was supposed to follow them to America but didn’t; “‘a farmer 
who loved his land,’” perhaps he had not wanted to leave it, Mai’s mother guesses 
(162). But this is not the real story, and she knows it: the actual circumstances 
of his absence reveal a history strikingly reminiscent of a southern neoplanta-
tion story, a mystery Mai begins to unfurl only by surreptitiously reading her 
mother’s journal. In Vietnam’s feudal society, Mai’s mother had belonged to a 
poor tenant family working the land of “the most powerful landlord in the delta, 
Uncle Khan,” a man “with a relentless passion for raw, hard numbers” (232, all 
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original italics).13 He treats his tenants as quotients in his account book, quick to 
evict and erase those who do not produce to his satisfaction: “Mrs. Bay’s parents 
had been among the very fi rst group evicted. All had been crossed off by a line of red 
ink drawn  ruler- straight across the page. In the columns set next to their names were 
multidigit numbers recording debts still outstanding and fi nally, in the last column of 
the same line, the verdict: eviction” (232–33). Coldly expunged with one stroke of 
the pen, these poor laborers fi nd themselves utterly bereft and unviable, evicted 
from the social order and means of production that is essential to their survival. 
Mai’s grandparents enjoy the opposite fate: they “ceased being mere tenants with 
rows of black digits by their names” when Uncle Khan’s wife fails to bear children 
and asks to adopt Mai’s mother; the family experiences a “sudden shift in status, an 
unexplainable promotion” in the planter’s accounts (174, 233).

At this point Mai’s mother’s story becomes an immigrant’s version of Ike 
McCaslin’s ledger book revelations in Faulkner’s Go Down, Moses: she discov-
ers that this simple fairy tale of “unexplainable promotion” has, like all plantation 
operations, a very specifi c and material explanation, one much darker and more 
tragic than the polite family legend; and like Ike, Mai’s mother learns the secret 
of her family’s elevation and her own position of  quasi- privilege by sneaking into 
Uncle Khan’s wine cellar and reading his ledger (much as Mai repeats this subter-
fuge in reading her mother’s diary): “There, in the book of debts . . . I discovered the 
truth about my life” (232). What Mai’s mother learns is that her parents, desperate 
to escape “another year of slaving on other people’s rubber and coffee plantations,” 
had agreed that her own mother would sleep with Uncle Khan, with the objec-
tive of producing something of great value: Mai’s mother, the child that Khan’s 
wife cannot bear (234). Mai’s grandmother submits to being a concubine out of 
desperation and hunger, while her grandfather, Baba Quan, is driven instead by 
a passion for “possession” (234). The modest social elevation satisfi es, but in the 
years following the birth of Mai’s mother, Baba Quan becomes consumed with 
“the thought of reclaiming what had been wrongfully wrested from him [which] began 
to sough through every fevered fi ber of his being”; he manages for a time to conceal 
this rage “behind the cold, calculating doctrine of class warfare between landlord and 
peasant” (234). In this world of calculation and antagonism, there is a typically 
aristocratic desire for “sweeping, generational wealth” and the illusion of “covet-
ing but never owning,” another classically elite subterfuge to conceal beneath the 
veneer of natural prosperity the true facts of possession and its human costs. In 
this context, “Baba Quan’s desires were wholly personal ones, and the world, for 
him, narrowed and converged into one dark shaft of revenge” (234). Like Sutpen, 
his entire existence morphs into an exercise in retribution, one that drives him 
eventually to become a Vietcong and to plunge a knife into the landlord’s throat. 
Mai’s mother witnesses one father murder the other, and all at once “realized 
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the raw, untamed anguish of a man who had lived his life like a clenched fi st, a man 
who had dreamed of turning a cool hatred into a tormented howl of revenge—against 
a landlord who had turned his wife into a concubine and taken from him a child who 
should be rightly his. I understood it clearly as I stood by the river’s edge . . . as nothing 
more than a pristine lesson in class warfare” (250). The revenge, of course, does not 
go unpunished; such a “deeply personal passion . . . always curls back into the refl ec-
tion of its own anger” (251). The cruel, cyclical narcissistic lessons in possession 
are what ultimately destroy Baba Quan, himself murdered too, a victim of the 
very plantation scheme that utterly dispossesses him from the start and leaves his 
daughter, Mai’s mother, undone as well: “A part of me died forever by that river’s 
edge, and I have never been able to touch it since” (250).

But this is a story Mai’s mother will never tell her willingly; instead, she writes 
to her daughter in the secret pages of her journal, confessing by night the aw-
ful truths beneath the “fi ctional reimaginings” she invents by day; “In the lives I 
constructed for you,” she confesses, “Baba Quan was a devoted husband, a father 
dedicated to an uncomplicated life among the green terraced fi elds and fresh plowed 
earth of Ba Xuyen, a farmer who tilled the land with patience and dignity” (229). 
In his grown daughter’s imaginative longings, Baba Quan becomes a veritable 
Agrarian rather than a villain forced by poverty and circumstance to the nadir 
of immorality. Mai only learns the reality of her mother’s past and parentage by 
reading the journal slyly; in the novel, then, the American diary parallels the 
Vietnamese ledger in uncanny repetition, as both are the fateful books within 
which two generations of women learn the truth about their convoluted, storied 
ancestries. The mother’s version of truth is no less harmful, then, than Uncle 
Khan’s book of debts with its monster mask on the cover. Even evacuated from 
the feudal strife that obliterates her past, Mai’s mother knows that these stories 
yet have the power to tear and erase, that history repeats itself quietly and irrevo-
cably, ripping through the body like a cancer: “Years later, in a room far away from 
Ba Xuyen, I can sit in my bed, close my eyes, and still hear the wail of ghosts and the 
cries of demons submerged in the fl esh and blood of my body” (252). In this context, 
and in light of the actual disfi gurement of her napalmed face, the scenes where 
Mai sees her mother’s memories trying to rip through the fl esh are haunting; Mai 
stares at her in wonder, “yearning for a direct connection” (192). Eventually, she 
receives it: “Karma is exactly like this, a continuing presence that is as ongoing as 
Baba Quan’s obsession, as indivisible as our notion of time itself. Our reality, you see, is 
a simultaneous past, present, and future. . . . And that is what I fear. I fear our family 
history of sin, revenge, and murder and the imprint it creates in our children’s lives as it 
rips through one generation and tears apart the next” (252). In a world where truth is 
“as stark and irreducible as the numbers” in a ledger book, the journal of revelations 
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bears the terrible weight of a karmic history that still “divides and subdivides like a 
renegade cell in the malignant darkness of our lives” (229).

The ledger bears and discloses the terrible truth of individuals driven to des-
peration and death by their place within an embattled social and economic order. 
Ultimately, these books of revelation bring neither peace nor understanding nor 
certainty, but simply more mystery and alienation for subsequent generations to 
inherit and hold in their unquiet bodies. The language Mai and her mother share 
is unwritten and deeply somatic; while Mai’s mother thinks she is protecting her 
daughter by stifl ing the words and facts of their history, her physical being con-
tinues to speak its ravaged truths—not in clear, precise answers but in physical 
strokes of pain and loneliness and silence. Mai’s mother sleeps “in a tight fetal 
position like a question mark” (194), her refusal to provide answers to the past 
embodied in her curled, interrogative form as well as her cocoon of unborn new-
ness rather than the annihilations of the old. In a sense, Mai learns nothing more 
from reading her mother’s diary than she already knew: the paradoxical grace of 
logic and precision and order to combat profound spiritual loneliness and despair. 
“You need a precise question if you want to elicit a precise answer,” the indomita-
bly scientifi c new American says shortly after seeing her mother’s  question- mark 
body (194); it is the pretext for plunging in to ask her mother directly about Baba 
Quan, a discussion that leads only to more lies. Yet neither the fabrications nor 
the truths will be the “precise answer” she wants from her mother’s mysterious 
body; neither the past nor the frailties of human memory and survival can be 
the stark, irreducible truth she covets. In the pages of her diary, Mai’s mother 
asks a question of her own, “What do you know about your mother, Mai, about the 
emptiness that has occupied my heart like a persistent squatter hovering in the brood-
ing silence of our lives?” (229). Everything, Mai might say: that is, despite her best 
efforts to break free from her mother’s karmic fatalism, she knows that she has 
inherited the “emptiness” her mother suffered, unconnected by history or inti-
macy to a tangible past or to any person: “would I fail to make an essential human 
connection that would truly sustain?” Mai wonders (226).

As in so many of the southern narratives Disturbing Calculations has reviewed 
so far, hidden and reconstructed histories haunt the stunted psyches of those 
lonely souls who labor to go on and begin anew. The immigrant story offers an 
appropriate parable for the notion of exorcising historical trauma and starting on 
fresh accounts. But Mai’s mother’s body is too heavy, her “pores are full” (211), 
and in the end she turns viciously on the body whose weight she cannot bear; she 
takes an overdose of sleeping pills and dies with vomit seeping from nose and 
mouth, the pathetic overfl ow of all that she had held in tenaciously throughout 
her life. Mai’s reaction tells us that she will neither break away from this past 
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nor eliminate the destructive rage to order that keeps her own body under tight, 
mathematical control. “Don’t look, keep it in, keep it in,” she commands herself 
in bed, denying her own outpouring of grief over her mother’s death; “There is 
always order to tend to, chaos to push swiftly away,” she reasons (258, 259). And 
like Alice Walker’s Meridian, her fi nal instinct is to feel even her most rebel-
lious self “make a sudden turn in reverse to rush backward into the folds of my 
mother’s womb” (259).

Yet the end of Monkey Bridge fi nds Mai going forward, off to college and “the 
openness of an unexplored future” (260); nonetheless, she clings still to an order 
and a past that offers her nothing but loneliness and division. Her American 
future is, importantly, the most dangerous context within which to plant her 
family’s memories: there, fl imsy narratives of order and opportunity fi nd the 
most hospitable, contaminated ground in which to fl ourish. And it is a perilous 
ascent: “all it took was one slip, one step backward across the boundary, and 
the entire apparatus of American normality could fall right out of sync. The 
luxury of seamless, unsuperstitious order, after all, did not come without a price” 
(212). The “price” that Baba Quan, Mai’s mother, and Mai herself pay for the 
“luxury” of their own deliverance from violence and dispossession returns here 
in the unscrupulous logic of American advancement. What seems to function as 
a sign of hope in the novel’s closing image thus reads more like a chilling har-
binger of the depletion to come, the terrible diminishing fate of the immigrant 
southerner heavy with the burden of multiple histories. Acceptance letter from 
Mount Holyoke in hand like a “starlight of reassurance,” Mai steps outside to see 
“a faint sliver of what only two weeks ago had been a full moon dangled like a sea 
horse from the sky” (260). Suspended in plain view at the close of the text and 
on the threshold of Mai’s bright future is an image of rapid deterioration, much 
like her mother’s quick devolution after her stroke, or the way Saigon “collapsed 
into itself ” (100). What is left is the slender curve of a sea horse, a duplicate of 
the image of Mai’s mother curled in bed like a question mark, retreating toward 
the fetal stage and eventually into death, to a future where the haunting questions 
and answers of contemporary America’s fate hang exhausted but intrepid in the 
sky, urging its children on despite the fear of total obliteration.

Things Not Seen: The Atlanta Child Murders and the Politics 
of Erasure

While the faint optimism in Owens’s, Awiakta’s, and Cao’s visions are in part 
irrepressibly cultural, it takes heroic feats of will and buoyancy to revise centu-
ries of genocide and erasure. Yet these crippled, invisible southerners attempt 
indomitably to write themselves into a new and healing present, to re- member a 
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history that reconstitutes a whole, regenerative body situated fully in the present 
moment and in the South. It remains to be seen whether such models and lessons 
will be heard, and whether or not all of the South’s exploited and erased inhabi-
tants will be similarly able to recuperate a sense of integrity and autonomy, to 
move forward in the face of unbearable trauma and loss. I end this book by turn-
ing back purposefully to African American writers facing the continued crippling 
of their communities in the closing decades of the twentieth century. The Atlanta 
child murders terrorizing Atlanta’s black community in the late 1970s and early 
1980s prompted a real and disabling crisis. Much like the fi ctional serial killings 
that compel Owens’s Cole McCurtain to quest for historical truth and healing, 
African Americans were forced to dwell imaginatively on the cultural politics not 
just of the murders themselves, but of the administration’s and the community’s 
injurious response to these tragedies—reaction and treatment that, like the mur-
ders themselves, seemed to perpetuate their systemic institutional oversight and 
erasure.14 James Baldwin’s The Evidence of Things Not Seen presents a scathing 
commentary on black oppression in 1980s America brought into sharpened focus 
by the recent Atlanta child murder case. In the preface Baldwin reveals that

what I remembered—or imagined myself to remember—of my life in America (be-

fore I left home!) was terror. And what I am trying to suggest by what one imagines 
oneself to be able to remember is that terror cannot be remembered. One blots it out. The 

organism—the human being—blots it out. One invents, or creates, a personality or a 

persona. Beneath this accumulation (rock of ages!) sleeps or hopes to sleep, that terror 

which memory repudiates.

Yet, it never sleeps—that terror, which is not the terror of death (which cannot be 

imagined) but the terror of being destroyed.

Sometimes I think, one child in Atlanta said to me, that I’ll be coming home from 
(baseball or football) practice and somebody’s car will come behind me and I’ll be thrown 
into the trunk of the car and it will be dark and he’ll drive the car away and I’ll never be 
found again.

Never be found again: that terror is far more vivid than the fear of death . . . that 

child was myself. (xii)15

Baldwin’s perception of the trauma of growing up black in America merges 
imperceptibly with the experience of the Atlanta child murders plaguing urban 
Atlanta between September 1979 and June 1981, a period during which at least 
 twenty- nine black children and young adults (mostly males) went missing, their 
raped and beaten bodies later found in area rivers and woods. Like other writ-
ers who attempt to document these horrifi c years in both nonfi ction and narra-
tive form, Baldwin describes the Atlanta child’s “terror of being destroyed” as 
not particular but pervasive, an endemic experience within  twentieth- century 
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America’s black communities. In the terrorized child of Atlanta’s late 1970s and 
early 1980s, Baldwin sees his own younger self coming of age,  poverty- stricken, 
fi fty years earlier in Harlem. In recounting his own acculturation Baldwin asks, 
“what has this to do with the murdered, missing children of Atlanta?” He an-
swers with controlled rage and grace:

It has something to do with the fact that no one wishes to be plunged, head down, into 

the torrent of what he does not remember and does not wish to remember. It has some-

thing to do with the fact that we all came here as candidates for the slaughter of the 

innocents. It has something to do with the fact that all survivors, however they accom-

modate or fail to remember it, bear the inexorable guilt of the survivor. It has some-

thing to do, in my own case, with having once been a Black child in a White country.

My memory stammers, but my soul is a witness. (xiii)

In the narratives of the Atlanta child murders, America’s black writers bear wit-
ness not just to a horrifi c instance of brutality in the contemporary South but to 
a protracted “slaughter of the innocents” stretching back to the Middle Passage, 
conjoining on the American continent with the genocide of the resident Natives, 
and mirrored in the imperial crimes the United States continues to execute in 
international reigns of terror. Yet how does one “re- member” such comprehen-
sive and disabling trauma when, as Baldwin claims, such “terror cannot be re-
membered”? How does one unearth memories of mutilation and begin to heal an 
entire community riven by continued violence and fear?

The idea of re- assembling bodies, construed as a metaphor for postcolonial re-
 membering elsewhere in this chapter, takes on an amplifi ed horror when applied 
to the literal circumstances of these murders. As Baldwin apologizes, “No degree 
of imagination or disciplined power of rehearsal can prepare anyone for the un-
speakable; and there can be nothing more unspeakable—nor, alas, very probably, 
more common—than the violence infl icted on children” (49). That this violence 
is so “common” and so “unspeakable” at the same time makes it chilling: one of 
Tayari Jones’s young protagonists in Leaving Atlanta fi nds herself eventually not 
“scared anymore. She could eat an entire plate of spaghetti while the newscaster 
talked about the Missing and Murdered Children” (41). Underlying this numb-
ness is a buried sense of complicity, much like the ambient, perverse guilt that 
haunts Richard Wright’s characters: another young narrator in Jones’s novel lies 
awake in bed pondering “the state of not being . . . because this is certainly where 
people go when they leave their bodies in the woods for the police to fi nd” (113). 
In the telling innocence of youth, the active verbs attributed to the murdered 
child (“they leave their bodies in the woods”) are haunting. Such complacency, 
especially among the youngest members of a race expected to bear these endless 
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reels of tragedy, makes urgent works of witness like those by Baldwin, Jones, and 
Toni Cade Bambara.

The power of these narratives comes paradoxically in their revelations of 
historical continuity, in the re- membering of a traumatic past much longer and 
deeper than Atlanta’s relatively momentary crisis. In Those Bones Are Not My 
Child, Bambara’s protagonist Zala conducts research with other activists who 
hope to track down the killer themselves; they turn up numerous sources that 
point steadily backward in time, linking the string of disappearances to the racist 
crimes so commonplace in the Jim Crow South: “A white woman had written to 
Missing Persons, among other divisions, to say that her father and his Klan bud-
dies were killing the Atlanta children just as they’d killed numerous Black chil-
dren in their hometown in North Carolina while she was growing up there” (363). 
Theories of Klan implication in the Atlanta murders were widely held but never 
proven despite substantial and explicit evidence, which Bambara sifts through 
painstakingly in this massive novel. Not only was such proof obscured, but often 
the reality of the crimes was denied altogether, made to seem an “accident” in the 
way that blacks in the South might meet a mysterious fate and no one would seem 
to know what happened. Jones’s novel observes this oversight scathingly when 
her young protagonist’s father bitterly repeats the standard explanation: “‘An ac-
cident like at Birmingham,’ Daddy spat. ‘Nothing has changed. When they found 
that little  light- skinned boy, the one was just down here visiting from Ohio, all I 
could think about was Emmett Till’” (76). In fact, Baldwin makes this same con-
nection in his polemic: “it was the thirteenth murder—that of Clifford Jones—
that precipitated the (official) hue and cry. Jones, like Emmett Till, in 1955—a 
comparison I wish neither to force nor avoid—was an out- of- state visitor from 
what we still call, quaintly, the North. Had he been a ‘Mississippi boy,’ his bones 
might yet be irrecoverable at the bottom of the river, or nourishing the earth of 
various and celebrated Mississippi plantations, to speak only of Mississippi, and 
saying nothing of subsidies, and without insisting on the official and lethal power 
of the Southern states in the august and marble halls of Washington” (40). In 
Baldwin’s critique as well as Bambara’s and Jones’s narratives, southern blacks’ 
value is still fi gured as waste, manure for plantations, their bones otherwise in-
visible and “irrecoverable”; moreover, “what we still call, quaintly, the North” is 
a separate space that is in no practical sense indicative of a different character or 
deserving of a different appellation than the South. While Atlanta may seem to 
be the South’s most progressive, metropolitan, least “southern” city—indeed, 
“The City Too Busy to Hate”—its roots are fi rmly immured in both the history 
and the reality of slavery and Jim Crow’s most outrageous abuses.

The reality of black and especially southern black impoverishment and sup-
pression sketched by Baldwin weighs heavily on Bambara’s and Jones’s narratives 
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as well. Signifi cantly, the mechanisms for controlling and dispossessing the 
African American community are economic and mathematical; in one of the 
many fi lm reels combed through as potential evidence by Zala and the other ac-
tivists throughout Those Bones, a white woman leans against a Rolls Royce as she 
announces her participation in a task force to research “troublesome groups” 
in order to make “those groups become less troublesome” (409). One hears the 
“Negro problem” resonating in her manicured paternalism; and not surpris-
ingly, the research employed to combat this “problem” group includes statistics, 
tables, graphs—all in the service of “helping” the black community become less 
of a “burden” on the American welfare system (410–11). What masquerades as 
assistance is ultimately an orchestrated use of white surveillance and scientism to 
deprive black families of support in the guise of rehabilitating them. The white 
woman summates that “Blacks are an emotional people. They do not respond 
to facts or care about who’s conducting research and compiling statistics. They 
do, however, respond to charges of low morals and poor family life” (410). In an 
effort to use these perceived values against them, the researchers compile statis-
tics on teen pregnancies, illegitimacy, and “other perniciousness” with the end 
result being “that those babies should be separated from those young people 
who cannot care for even themselves” (411).16 What may otherwise be seen as a 
throwaway scene in the midst of a 669- page novel gathers disturbing resonance 
in the context of this study: in effect, the woman admits to using biased statistical 
evidence to justify and engineer both material impoverishment and kidnapping. 
In a narrative about child murders and the politics of economic and racial erasure, 
the connection is chilling.

While such organizations were strategically devoting a self- interested kind of at-
tention and resources to the African American community, Atlanta’s local adminis-
tration was disconcertingly tentative in its reaction to the murder rampage. Puzzling 
to many was the fact that the administration itself was largely African American. 
When in 1973 Maynard Jackson became the fi rst black mayor of Atlanta—in-
deed, of any major southern city—he “ushered in, as folks were prone to say, 
the Second Reconstruction” (Bambara 16). Yet his administration’s and the po-
lice response to the  terror- stricken community and parents betrayed an ongoing, 
deeply ingrained sense that economic prosperity would invariably trump all else, 
even a potential race war. At the time Atlanta was becoming the South’s mecca 
of commerce and “the country’s  third- busiest convention center” (Bambara 16). 
Indeed, the city “too busy to hate” was also too busy to stop and jeopardize its 
substantial fi nancial operations; these priorities resulted in mystifi ed equations 
of power, “fact sheets” and bodies of evidence riddled with “factual errors” and 
“discrepancies” (Bambara 16). The suspected killer was arrested and hustled 
through a trial, and quickly this  light- skinned black man named Wayne Williams 
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was convicted of two seemingly unrelated murders; the judicial system and the 
public assumed him to be responsible for the rest. The crisis was declared over. 
But many people remained unconvinced of Williams’s guilt for the apparently 
unconnected murders, never mind for the child killings. Bambara describes the 
uneasy aftermath: “officialdom had erased the terror of months before by plant-
ing the ‘no more listed’ equals ‘no more killed’ equation in the public mind. . . . 
Memory was being rubbed out by the official erasure as gray settled in all over 
the city” (Bambara 573). Yet the reality of “fresh kills” continued even after the 
murderer was “officially” caught, signifying a deep mistrust in the simple, el-
egant, obliterating algebra of authority. In a brutally realistic vein, Williams was 
portrayed as a  black- hating narcissist who would appear to have performed the 
actions that James Weldon Johnson’s ex- coloured narrator fantasizes about: to 
exterminate the black underclass by “shooting and burning them off.” In this 
sense, it matters little whether or not Williams actually committed the crimes, 
but it does matter that so many people in Atlanta’s administration and the U.S. 
public needed to believe that he had.17

Near the end of Bambara’s novel, Zala and Spence miraculously fi nd their 
missing son. At fi rst he is so traumatized that he will not reveal what has hap-
pened to him, but ultimately he confesses that he “had been sold to a slave gang 
of boys and forced to work on a plantation that outsiders thought was a  state- run 
reform school. This last part seemed a  tacked- on improvisation in answer to Kofi  
[his younger brother]’s question how come the mailman or the meter readers of 
the neighbors didn’t think it was weird that two white men had a bunch of Black 
boys living with them” (528). No one noticed because the situation, horrifyingly 
anachronistic as it is, apparently seemed so natural that it didn’t raise alarm bells 
at all. His abduction is obviously not related to the killing spree dominating the 
headlines, but like Louis Owens’s compounded murder mystery, Sonny’s experi-
ence functions as a parallel epidemic extending the current trauma to astonish-
ing proportions and relating it to an ongoing legacy of plantation trauma. The 
children detained with Sonny are not just from Atlanta but, as he explains, from 
“all over. Was some people there spoke only Spanish. And some that spoke only 
island French” (601). Wrapped here into the experience of racial subjugation are 
representatives from a broader panorama of global southern colonialism, a com-
posite postplantation society still driven by white progress and prosperity and 
operated by individuals stolen and lost to their own communities, their subjection 
and captivity unseen by oblivious outsiders. Throughout Those Bones, Bambara 
calls out for recognition and identifi cation of the bones not just of Atlanta’s lost 
youths but of all the forgotten children of postemancipation, postdesegregation 
U.S. history. When the protagonist recovers her son, “she looked at him squarely, 
to show that she could, to show that whatever he’d been through he was seeable” 
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(518). In this boy aptly named Sonny to conjure all of the missing sons, Bambara 
not only makes visible but attempts to resurrect the exploited and forgotten chil-
dren who never will come home. 

As in Owens’s The Sharpest Sight and Lan Cao’s immigrant perspective, 
Vietnam emerges in Bambara’s work as a parallel and revealing instance of the 
fatal tendency of the United States to pursue imperial confl icts, its interna-
tional iterations rendering its domestic crimes even more bleak and sobering. 
Throughout his engagement with the murder investigation, Spence, a Vietnam 
vet, is plagued by memories of combat; in a section dated “Tuesday, February 
10, 1981” he is haunted by an issue of Newsweek from the previous month, in 
which “testimony from brothers who’d been in the Charlie Company hadn’t been 
quite on the mark. Edited with a heavy hand, Spence supposed,” the “stories 
and pictures . . . both sickening and protective,” leaving him desperate to undo 
the “click that had ghosted the bones, that had captured the smile” (349, 353). 
In much the same way that the children prove disposable, the black veterans are 
“edited” unfairly, misrepresented and erased. At local political events, “the tv 
cameras worked around to blot us out”—not just the black vets, but “other Black 
men, Black women, and youngsters” (442). Their survival is a grim triumph 
over the poverty of choice, the persistent lack of opportunity that drives men like 
Spence to enlist in a suicidal cause: “In ’69,” he remembers, “the benches at the 
induction center had been lined with brothers. His platoon was three quarters 
Black. The casualty list was four- fi fths Black. Not one officer of color on the set. 
Always Bloods on points, Bloods on the front line” (351). The mathematics of 
despair, disregard, and waste here are abundantly clear; it is also evident that 
the power of editing the equations and the ghosting of bones resides somewhere 
beyond the agency of these black soldiers.

Spence can’t help but see Vietnam in Atlanta; the southern city becomes a 
palimpsest of mutilation and destruction: “for a long time he could never be sure 
what he was looking at from moment to moment . . . Bodies hung on wire. . . . 
White phosphorous fi gures dropping pongi sticks and running down the road of 
Quang Ngai, fl esh fl apping like old wallpaper. . . . But there were no spongy gobs 
of lung on the dashboard, no gray spatter on his sleeve. He was still breathing” 
(354–55). Yet under the circumstances that breath seems tenuous; he knows that 
his life back home is as endangered as it was on the road of Quang Ngai, as peril-
ous as Sonny’s existence hanging in the balance. He can’t help connecting the 
grisly memories of combat with his worst fears about his son’s disappearance; he 
even thinks he sees “Sonny ducking under a tree and disappearing into a black 
hole that looked like a doorway in ’Nam about to receive a fragged lob” (646). 
The possibility of annihilation haunts, enveloping Spence’s worries for his son: 
“thinking about Sonny, thinking about pow training—had he told his son that 
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the best time to escape was in the fi rst few hours of capture?—and thinking about 
his buddy, who’d say, ‘Yeah, sometimes I think I died over there too.’ Spence 
had sat in the limo surrounded by woods and wept over his dead self ” (350). It 
seems no coincidence that entire groups of black vets band together to join in the 
grassroots attempts to fi nd the child killer, their efforts contributing both to the 
community and to their own sense of survival and agency. They know what it is 
like to be lost, abducted by white American authority, “reported missing by their 
families . . . tracked down not by Missing Persons but by other vets who knew 
what to look for” (77). Their alliance with the missing children’s parents is a 
natural one, but the larger panorama of erasure into which it fi ts is disturbing—
one where the “official” narrative always attempts to obscure and erase the true 
version, the one fi lled with nightmares and hallucinations and mangled bodies. 
As one of Spence’s fellow vets and activists says, “we’re both trying to outrun the 
ghosts who want to make us ghosts” (384).

In a novel about “ghosting the bones” of African Americans on a number of 
levels, the activists and Bambara alike steadily resist this erasure by continuing to 
hunt, to fi ght, and to speak. By having her protagonists fi nd their son, Bambara 
resurrects the erased children who never will come home; she reverses the history 
of all the Atlanta mothers who would call “Missing Persons” and be told “to call 
Homicide” instead. Hearing this recording, Zala “could not even move to write 
down the number; her thermometer stuck at zero” (61). So Bambara takes the pen 
and writes for her, pushing past zero and into the sweat of physical agency and 
the rising barometer of the living. And then she offers the pen to the reader: the 
anonymous mother in her prologue, identifi ed only (and purposefully) as “you,” 
keeps a journal of “overheards and ruminations about men, women, and chil-
dren mysteriously vanishing from the community . . . in between entries about 
books, movies, jobs, meetings, and your dreams” (15). As the number of murders 
increases, the journal is overtaken by “entries on the case,” recorded in a wine-
 colored spiral notebook that “your” daughter repeatedly mistakes for her math 
notebook; “you” open the notebook and wonder how your daughter “fared in 
 fi fth- period math with your Missing and Murdered notes” (15). As one woman’s 
writing overtakes the systemic equations of authority and overwrites the “official” 
facts and narratives of erasure, Bambara extends the invitation to all who will read 
her novel and record the truth and the survival of the black community.

Perhaps, in the end, that is the most hopeful directive these narratives impart: 
not to erase the histories of calculation, commodifi cation, and erasure, but to take 
them to school and learn from them; not to wipe the ledger pages clean, but to write 
over them; not to forget the South’s brutal crimes and its terrible revisitations upon 
generation after generation thereafter, but to remember—and re- member—those 
silenced, exploited, lost, and obliterated within its meticulously ruled pages.



She did not care for money. She wanted to disturb.
olympia vernon, LOGIC

As we have seen, the crisis of transition to market capitalism and 
industrial progress in the  twentieth- century South prompted in-
tense regional refl ection on the catalog of dispossessions the re-
gion had incurred during emancipation, Reconstruction, the Great 
Depression, and fi nally desegregation. In this accumulation of 
losses, southerners register a profound sense of foreclosure at the 
same time that they hunger and strive for restitution and recom-
pense. Throughout Disturbing Calculations we have witnessed vari-
ous examples of narcissistic, fetishized calculations in the service 
of allaying this sense of regional, spiritual, and personal destitu-
tion; but faced with the inequities of colonialism, capitalism, and 
racism perpetuated by the national market, the quest for solvency 
becomes a bitter exercise in futility by the end of the twentieth 
century. Even the most hopeful gestures toward communal re-
 membering in chapter 5 have practical limits: they can mend only 
textually the bodies, spirits, and psyches fractured and exploited in 
persistently literal ways. Eventually, the pain of division and calcu-
lation becomes the only measure of certainty, of one’s “place” in a 
prescribed social order and often of one’s mere humanity.

This is not solely a southern plight or an American one. I have 
focused on the South here simply because the South has focused 
on the South for so long, and in doing so has institutionalized the 
peculiarities of its history; in the same way but for different needs, 
the North too continues to preserve its own version of the South’s 
exceptionalism—a portrait that helps to characterize and elevate 
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the North over its abject national Other, a phenomenon that C. Vann Woodward, 
among others, explains in American Counterpoint. Such prejudices affect literary 
reception as well: as Thadious Davis notes in “Sashaying through the South,” 
American readers still maintain “a desire to have the South fi xed and frozen in 
imagination, aesthetics, and race” (61).1 Such desires create stories, and these 
narratives (literary and otherwise) in turn infl uence the very character and iden-
tity of the region. Yet now more than ever, that identity seems indistinguishable 
from the character and values of the nation at large. In his substantial investiga-
tion of southern history and distinctiveness, David Goldfi eld issues a prediction: 
“What we will become as a nation in this century will depend very much on what 
happens in the South” (Still Fighting 13). Goldfi eld fi nds this prospect “both 
encouraging and frightening”—the former because the region has demonstrated 
“a great capacity to initiate and experience great change,” yet frightening because 
“at the same time, there is a darkness in the southern soul,” an unreconstructed, 
back- looking idealism that refuses to disappear (13). I share Goldfi eld’s pessi-
mism, but the difference—and perhaps the hope—in my view lies in seeing this 
doom not as a southern pathology but as a symptom of a national and increas-
ingly global illness. The South’s agonized and ambivalent transition to capitalism 
teaches us more about the dangers of the new order than the perversions of the 
old.

Few northerners would want to admit that Malcolm X was right when 
he claimed that “Mississippi was anywhere in the United States south of the 
Canadian border,” but the best work on regional studies is acknowledging that 
the power of region is increasingly irrelevant and impotent in a world of global 
capitalism and injustice.2 The North, it turns out, harbors its own, similarly dis-
criminatory logic and practices, as Jesse Jackson implied in his critique of an eco-
nomically and racially segregated Boston during a visit to the 2004 Democratic 
National Convention, an assessment that angered self- congratulatory liberal 
Yankees.3 Yet few can dispute that such inequities exist simply because we would 
rather not see them. The persistence of categorical, fractional, and divisional 
thinking in contemporary America more broadly makes studies like this one 
necessary and urgent. The scope of such an analysis might well be expanded to 
include deeper examinations of the effects of the U.S. market and imperialism, 
and of other nations crippled by histories and legacies of slavery, colonialism, and 
capitalism.

It is difficult to deny the imbalances that persist in America’s free market, 
where the Horatio Alger myth crumbles beneath the reality of ingrained rac-
ism and sexism. The Pursuit of Happyness, the 2006 fi lm version of Christopher 
Gardner’s rags- to- riches autobiography of the same name, is so affecting pre-
cisely because its narrative is so extraordinary: a homeless African American man 
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breaks into Wall Street by sheer force of determination and will. Signifi cantly, 
the Hollywood version of this story evades entirely any refl ection whatsoever on 
Gardner’s race, yet it is an unspoken assumption that the same story told about 
a poor white would not be nearly so exceptional and moving. Such tacit com-
plicities saturate our increasingly self- interested culture, where outrage is stirred 
only when our own wallets suffer from skyrocketing gas prices or taxes. Yet the 
wealthier Americans become, Thomas Shapiro argues in The Hidden Cost of Being 
African American, the more radically unequal is the distribution of that wealth. 
As long as we live lives of relative comfort, we can afford not to see through the 
fetish of accumulation that makes us believe we have it all, and that those who 
have less simply matter less. Perhaps it will take a devastating economic blow to 
shatter the pervasive narcissism of prosperity that continues to haunt and drive 
American culture.

Such fatalism would hardly seem to allow for hope. The answer, so far as I 
can tell, is not to eschew the crass materialism of American capitalism in a facile 
way, as many modern southerners clung to their bygone antebellum virtues by 
denying an interest in money; while this impulse may be sincere, it is hardly 
pragmatic. The country must face the culture and the economy that controls 
it, much as the South had to do in the twentieth century. And just as the South 
thus gained a clearer, if darker, perspective on what it had been and what it was 
becoming, so too might Americans better understand the terms and fi gures of 
our embroilment and our potential for change. But if our discourse remains at-
tached to a system that evacuates humanity of all substance and hope, can our 
words ever be subversive? Does number have the potential to disrupt authority, or 
does it always necessarily serve it? If capitalism and mathematics are a language 
that require our faith as citizens, can we simply choose not believe in them? As 
Elizabeth Alexander hopes, “sometimes we encounter truths in culture not nec-
essarily verifi able against census records or voting rolls” (x). It may take a mas-
sive force of will, but perhaps “truth” in the  twenty- fi rst century can indeed be 
unhitched from scientifi c and mathematical and economic measures and united 
instead with the humanitarian principles that Americans (and especially south-
erners) have always prized but have not always prioritized.

Perhaps the unexamined logic of American capitalism and its mathematical 
transparency constitute an elaborate fi ction that can be denied and overwritten, 
just as the South’s own dark narratives have been steadily, if at times reluctantly, 
supplanted. As Bhabha notes, the nation derives its strength from unity and 
memory; but this force may be disrupted by the colonial subject who “forgets 
to remember” the region’s past and who threatens to undo the homogeneous 
nation with “the danger of numbers” (161). In the same way that the dominant 
class diminishes its perceived others, the marginalized might cultivate among 



Disturbing the Calculation 205

themselves a calculated, collective “will to forget” which would rend a hole, a 
“minus- in- origin,” in the national narrative, denying and erasing the coercive 
stories and justifi cations on which homogeneous unity rests. Instead of being 
damaging, this “minus” has subversive potential to “disturb the calculation of 
power and knowledge” (163). Literature may not be the most potent of weapons, 
but in this case its power is primary. Just as narratives about southern excep-
tionalism and American innocence have had such transformative power over our 
lived realities, so too might the opposite effect be possible. We may not be able 
to undo the material inequities that inspire the disturbing calculations of our 
selves, but perhaps we can transform the narratives that make them so vital to 
our perceptions of character, place, and fundamental human value. In this way, 
the literature of the modern South teaches us all we may ever need to know about 
both the peril and the promise of change.
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Introduction: The Fetish of Number

1. For a comprehensive overview of the emergence of the concept 
of fetish, see Pietz’s excellent  three- part account of fetishism in these 
“primitive” societies and religions; Budge, From Fetish to God in Ancient 
Egypt; Milligan, Fetish Folk of West Africa; Ellis, Land of Fetish; and Anne 
McClintock, “Psychoanalysis, Race, and Female Fetishism,” in Imperial 
Leather 181–203.

2. For Marx’s idea of commodity fetishism, see Marx, Kapital, vol. 1, 
ch. 1, sec. 4.

3. Freud specifi cally roots his theory of the fetish in the concept of 
female castration, wherein the woman’s supposed horror over the lack of 
a penis compels the compensation or substitution of that lack with a fetish 
object that conceals the difference that we know to be true but need for 
some reason to deny and correct. See Freud’s “Fetishism” in Standard 
Edition 21:152–58, and his “Unsuitable Subjects for the Sexual Object—
Fetishism,” in Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, in Standard Edition 
7:125–245.

4. Lacan later revises Freud’s account of fetishism by emphasizing its 
symbolic or linguistic signifi cance (versus its specifi cally physical or vi-
sual nature), thus elevating the notion of the symbolic phallus over the 
actual penis. Both Freud and Lacan tend to agree that sexual fetishism is 
primarily a male phenomenon; recent works by Emily Apter and William 
Pietz and by Lorraine Gamman and Merja Makinen have taken issue with 
this assumption, suggesting the abundant relevance of fetishism to female 
psychology. Also, as Anne McClintock suggests in Imperial Leather, “the 
denial of female fetishism . . . is less an accurate description than a theoret-
ical necessity that serves to disavow the existence of female sexual agency 
except on terms prescribed by men” (183).

5. For a full explanation of Bhabha’s defi nition of the colonial fetish, 
including its origins in the theories of Edward Said and Frantz Fanon, 
see Bhabha, “The Other Question: Stereotype, Discrimination and the 
Discourse of Colonialism,” in Location of Culture 66–84.
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6. In his own extensive work on narcissism, Heinz Kohut went much further than 
Freud in his attempt to show that narcissism was not pathological but rather a common 
condition that simply needed to be understood and integrated into proper behavior and 
personality patterns. As Allen M. Siegel notes, “It has been said that Kohut did for narcis-
sism what Dickens did for poverty: he legitimized it” (60).

7. Lasch sees the American narcissist as hampered by a “pervasive despair of under-
standing the course of modern history or of subjecting it to rational direction” (xiii). 
While he contends that modern American narcissists have no use for the past, a sure 
sign of cultural “bankruptcy,” he seems not to have factored the obsessively back- looking 
southerner into his equation (xviii). But the southerner, in a way, fi ts the model nonethe-
less: while he does continue to invest his psychic energies in the past, he seems to have only 
a dawning awareness of the “course of modern history” or the “rational direction” guid-
ing one system of capital fl uidly and nightmarishly into the next. The world of consumer 
emptiness and despair that he attempts to keep at bay is, effectively, the same lost order 
that he seeks so desperately to retreat to.

8. There is a long tradition of using the concept of narcissism to examine the U.S. 
South after emancipation. Perhaps most well known is W. J. Cash, who in his Mind of the 
South famously described the white southerner as a kind of Narcissus who “hated [the 
South] with the exasperated hate of a lover who cannot persuade the object of his affec-
tions to his desire. Or, perhaps more accurately, as Narcissus, growing at length analytical, 
might have suddenly begun to hate his image refl ected in the pool” (387). Just as Quentin’s 
profession that “I don’t hate the South!” is, as countless critics have understood, riddled 
with ambivalence and a tortured attachment to the perverse shaping power of his child-
hood home, Cash also recognizes the ambivalence with which southerners apprehended 
the loss of status, prosperity, and racial clarity that went along with integration into a 
national state. As Cash seems acutely aware, the South’s particular brand of narcissism 
was entrenched in an ideology of dispossession, desire, and fantasies of recuperation, en-
gendering a frustrated desire for a potential and unrequited ideal. This entailed, in many 
ways, a yearning not just for the restoration of a plantation economy but for an equal share 
in the wealth that the North had and wielded over the debased South. In their narcissistic 
fantasies of recompense and accumulation, however, these southerners betray stubborn 
attachments to the plantation and chattel system.

There have been more recent critical uses of narcissism to critique modern southern 
community and literature. As Jonathan Smith has persuasively argued, southern efforts 
to invent a hierarchical and fantastical “community,” history, and regional distinctiveness 
in the twentieth century utilize patently narcissistic methods of mirroring and projection. 
Smith also argues that southern culture asserts itself regularly in moments of fetishism 
and  object- cathexis. His thesis is at least partially indebted, as is mine, to Julius Rowan 
Raper’s earlier argument that southern guilt, fragmentation, and “narcissistic rage” seek 
remedies in modern southern literature; however, I disagree with his assessment that the 
region’s “extraordinary sense of place” accomplishes this feat (9).

9. In Dark Continents, a recent attempt to draw together psychoanalysis and postco-
lonialism—indeed, to redefi ne psychoanalysis as a “colonial discipline” (ix)—Ranjana 
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Khanna notes that postcolonial theory has “frequently rejected psychoanalysis, objecting 
with some justifi cation that it imposed a uniform notion of self onto the world,” and that 
its infrequent attempts to engage psychoanalytic theory have generally been Lacanian (xii). 
Though Khanna does not mention Bhabha in this context, it would seem that Bhabha’s 
frequent use and revision of Freud would be a notable exception.

10. See Bhabha 61, 76–77, and Fanon.
11. The coincidence of narcissism and fetishism does not begin with postcolonial the-

ory but in fact has its roots in Freud, Lacan, and E. E. Pritchard. For a full explanation 
of these precedents and the clinical role of fetish in narcissism, see Béla Grunberger, “On 
Fetishism,” in New Essays on Narcissism 139–66.

12. Ovid’s original myth in fact includes Narcissus’s Echo / other counterpart as an 
inextricable, marginalized double in an endless power play of articulation and repetition: 
Echo, who can be summoned to represent the voice of the oppressed, cannot originate 
but can only replicate language; she can manipulate Narcissus’s words slightly, exercis-
ing some small degree of agency, but she is bound to the only text at her disposal. Still, a 
chiasmic relationship between the two reveals how intimately Narcissus is bound to Echo 
as well, how deeply she undermines his own fantasy of holism: he willfully represses the 
reality that this spurned “other” is, in fact, a refl ection of himself at least as important as 
his beloved watery image. Importantly, language emblematizes this struggle: Echo cannot 
summon a voice to express her desire for Narcissus, and Narcissus fails to recognize his 
own words emanating from Echo’s body: Narcissus speaks fi rst, supplying the words that 
Echo literally cannot, and Echo responds by repeating and reversing his phrase: “dixerat 
‘ecquis adest?’ et ‘adest’ responderat Echo” (Ovid, Metamorphoses, Book 3, l.380).

13. Anne Goodwyn Jones is optimistic when she suggests that the marginalized re-
sort to narcissism “‘not as exaggerated self- esteem but as a refusal to judge the self by 
alien, objective means, a willed inability to allow the world to play its customary role in 
the business of self- evaluation’” (291). But while attempts at self- possession are inher-
ently laudable triumphs, minorities often fi nd themselves locked into a discourse whose 
terms are neither inviolate nor innocuous. Lured by the promise of wholeness and value, 
emancipated and liberated others are unable to divorce themselves from either needing 
or desiring the dominant indices of American status and inclusion: money, class, culture, 
and advancement.

14. At its core, the plea for anticommercial humanism and land stewardship, divorced 
from its racial implications, continues to have lasting appeal; but contemporary readers 
and critics are well aware that the Old South’s mores and its materiality cannot be disen-
tangled. As Persky reminds us, “to restore the South’s ‘humanism’ necessarily meant to 
deal with the region’s material conditions” (118). Indeed, the manifesto was so explicitly 
racist and regressive that it troubled many readers, even some conservative southerners 
(Persky 125).

15. As Leigh Anne Duck notes, W. Béran Wolfe once judged that the Great Depression 
incited “a sweeping identity crisis” whose “effect ‘on the average American man and 
woman has been almost identical with the collapse of a romantic notion in the life plan 
of a blustering, overly aggressive adolescent’” (50). For this “collapse” to have been so 
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dramatic and the “identity crisis” so totalizing, one must assume that Americans had 
long identifi ed and measured their very selves in terms of cash, privilege, and prosperity. 
Wolfe’s remark in particular points out the aggressively “romantic,” immature, narcissis-
tic character of the American attachment to money. Southerners were emphatic in their 
claims that their own identity was, on the contrary, refi ned and community oriented rather 
than cash driven. Yet, as John Temple Graves notes, the 1930s represented a decade “at 
the end of which . . . the South was more aware of itself as a region than it had been since 
1861,” and “a good part of that awareness turned on [its] economic plight” (qtd. in Tindall 
20). Dependent on the North in a relationship similar to that of a colony, the already strug-
gling South suffered doubly from the further privation of a national depression. Forced 
to participate in a national economy that it perceived as inimical to southern values, the 
South viewed its penurious state as a matter of principle rather than inferiority.

16. A pioneering study in the economic methodology now known as “cliometrics,” 
Fogel and Engerman’s exposé offended many who assumed they were effectively arguing 
in favor of slavery as a profi table institution. Fogel responded with a  three- volume work 
called Without Consent or Contract that defends and clarifi es his earlier position while argu-
ing that slavery was inherently immoral.

17. Mark M. Smith’s Debating Slavery provides a thorough overview of how various 
historians have understood and debated the economic character of antebellum slavery.

18. The legacies of a  business- minded agrarianism could be seen well into the twen-
tieth century and beyond the South as well; as Maureen Flanagan reports, “American 
farmers were . . . ‘ambitious, individualistic, and desirous of acquiring means and prop-
erty.’ American farmers were capitalists at heart. They could not envision actually moving 
outside the system into one of true social democracy” (149).

19. Stephen Hahn examines the transition to capitalism after abolition in his 
“Emancipation and Development of Capitalist Agriculture.” He notes that “while the 
abolition of slavery and servile labor ended up accelerating the development of capitalist 
agriculture most everywhere abolition took place, it propelled the South most quickly and 
fully down that road” (74).

20. For more on the South’s post- Reconstruction economic colonialism, see G. Wright, 
Old South, New South Revolutions in the Southern Economy Since the Civil War; Woodward, 
“The Colonial Economy” in Origins of the New South; M. Rothstein, “New South and the 
International Economy.”

21. See Bryant,  Twentieth- Century Southern Literature 4–5.
22. On the South’s post–World War I state, see Cash, Mind of the South.
23. Vance, Human Geography of the South.
24. One such observation about the colonial economy was Howard Odum, in his 1936 

sociological study, Southern Regions of the United States, calling the South “essentially 
colonial in its economy.” A separate body of literature arose that viewed the colonial state 
of North- South relations as a situation of deliberate manipulation and advantage taking; 
see, for example, Webb, Divided We Stand; in 1964 Tindall reports, “Clarence H. Danhof 
criticized the concept of the colonial economy as touched with paranoia” (220)—that 
this comment seemed timely in the 1960s is an instructive example of the persistence 
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of this thinking, and perhaps also the aftereffects of its conditioning. Roosevelt’s letter 
is reprinted at the start of the United States Emergency Council’s Report on Economic 
Conditions of the South.

25. According to Krips, fetishism may indeed announce “a form of regression—not 
to a return to childish innocence, but rather a resurfacing of knowledge repressed in the 
transition to adulthood” (23). In a southern context, such resurfacings often indicate a 
repressed knowledge of a perverse past always already colonized by the priorities of the 
plantation ledger.

26. For a fuller explanation of Frederickson’s position, as well as a distillation of the 
main fi gures and arguments in this debate, see Arrogance of Race, esp. 154–60.

27. See C. Harris, “Whiteness as Property.”
28. In the passage I’ve quoted at length below from Life and Labor in the Old South, 

Phillips professes to use the “fi gures” and “records” of antebellum history not to “gen-
eralize” or stereotype, but to portray “the personal equation” recorded in slavery’s logs. 
Yet as C. Vann Woodward notes, “the ‘stereotypes’ he attacked were those that pictured 
the old regime as one of unmitigated cruelty, baseness, and inhumanity” (intro. to Philips 
iv). Phillips relies on the records simply to return to the moral “truth” of slavery and 
to justify its paternalism. The following passage from Phillips is additionally interesting 
because he uses the language of mathematics and accounting so frequently: “A cartogra-
pher ‘generalizes’ a river course if its meanders are not known in detail or if they are too 
small to be shown in his reduction. A merchant generalizes his customers when he prints 
an advertisement, and a physician, when classing his patients. . . . The practice is not 
merely convenient but necessary. . . . The past, however, may remind us on occasion that 
its people were not lay fi gures but men, women, and children of fl esh and blood, thought 
and feeling, habits and eccentricities, in the grip of circumstance and struggling more or 
less to break it. Traditions are simple, conditions were complex; and to get into the records 
is to get away from the stereotypes. It is from the records and with a sense of the personal 
equation that I have sought to speak” (vii–viii).

29. Philips was not alone: as Eugene Genovese documents, since the 1850s skilled 
and learned southern thinkers, legislators, and theologians had attempted to place slavery 
within a comparative world history that defended the institution on moral and scrip-
tural grounds while demonizing its wage- labor alternative as merely “a morally obnox-
ious form of white slavery and a doomed historical aberration” (“South in the History” 
8). Perhaps the most vociferous of these advocates was the outspoken proslavery fi gure 
George Fitzhugh whose 1854 manifesto Sociology for the South; or, The Failure of Free 
Society and 1857  follow- up Cannibals All!; Or Slaves Without Masters attacked the founda-
tions of modern liberalism and capitalism in Europe and America.

30. The Mathematical Manuscripts of Karl Marx, written in 1881 but published in 
English translation a century later, in 1983, show Marx working through his own under-
standing of mathematics and how it might be used to better understand and depict the 
workings of modern capitalism.

31. See Swetz, Capitalism and Arithmetic.
32. See Baudrillard, Mirror of Production.
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33. See Samuelson, Foundations of Economic Analysis.
34. For a comprehensive overview of the history of mathematics, see the classic History 

of Mathematics by Florian Cajori or the more recent History of Mathematics by David M. 
Burton.

35. Gottfried Wilhem Leibniz, a  seventeenth- century German philosopher, in par-
ticular adapted his foundational knowledge of differential calculus to a mode of logic that 
would stand up to scientifi c proof. For more on Leibniz’s mathematical logic, see G. W. 
Leibniz: Philosophical Essays, ed. Ariew and Garber; G. W. Leibniz: De Summa Rerum: 
Metaphysical Papers, ed. Parkinson; Russell, A Critical Exposition of the Philosophy of 
Leibniz; and Ishiguro, Leibniz’s Philosophy of Logic and Language.

36. Antonio  Benítez- Rojo describes a resistance to master calculations in Caribbean 
contexts. In The Repeating Island he argues that postcolonial spaces like the Caribbean 
develop a culture that is performative, a patchworked multicultural resistance to postin-
dustrial science and technology; such a subversive character can be usefully extrapolated to 
describe other American colonial spaces as well. The rebellious hybridity of both race and 
culture in a colonial society make it inimical to classifi cation and quantifi cation; yet, as we 
have seen, such strategies were endemic to plantation culture and did not disappear easily.

37. Mathematics as a discipline has long seemed incapable of such destructive ends, 
appearing universal and “culture- free”: “After all,” Alan J. Bishop recalls in “Western 
Mathematics,” “the popular argument went, two twos are four . . . and all triangles have 
angles which add up to 180 degrees. These are true statements the world over” (51). But 
Bishop fi nds, as do Faulkner and Wolfe, that “two twos” might indeed be fi ve, might in 
fact be countless things other than four—that is, that despite colonial schools’ efforts to 
perpetuate a system of mathematics with clear Western, imperial, Euclidean origins, there 
remains the possibility that “alternative mathematical systems” might exist in response to 
different cultural conceptions of space, perspective, and logic (52). Math in the abstract 
loses its neutrality and becomes instead “one of the most powerful weapons” in colonial 
pedagogy (51); when used as a metaphorical tool to alter, quantify, and homogenize hu-
man worth and impose hierarchical boundaries, its implications can be devastating. Mary 
Poovey’s work on mathematics, particularly that used in accounting systems, offers useful 
paradigms for considering such fi gures as repositories of human knowledge and the ability 
to measure and quantify the world about us. Such equations become vitally important in 
the South, particularly when the differences between races and classes become difficult to 
see and quantify; when the other becomes incalculable, so too does the self. For more, see 
her History of the Modern Fact.

38. For more on maps as colonial tools, see Boelhower, Through a Glass Darkly, and 
Huggan, Territorial Disputes.

39. In “Indians and Blacks in White America,” Charles Crowe quotes Jefferson: “noth-
ing will reduce those wretched so soon as pushing the war into the heart of their country. 
But I would not stop there. I would never cease pursuing them while one of them re-
mained on this side of the Mississippi. . . . [They] are a useless, expensive, and ungov-
ernable ally” (156). Note the language of use value and reduction that Jefferson employs 
here. As Arthur H. DeRosier Jr. reports, in the late eighteenth century Thomas Jefferson 
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instructed the government to begin selling goods to Indians on credit and to take their 
lands as payment (85). In this way, the Indians were initiated into a calculus of economic 
exchange that was out of keeping with their cultural practice and distinctly against their 
interests; but to give it the more palatable guise of fair trade, the illusion of mathematical 
and economic precision was implemented: “to facilitate debt [Jefferson] offered unlimited 
credit” (86). Later attempts to dispossess and divide Indian land, specifi cally the Dawes 
Act of 1887, also operated on the premise of equality and goodwill: they signifi ed attempts 
to endow Native Americans with the “white” privilege of land ownership. These gestures, 
like slavery, were justifi ed by a sense of moral superiority and advanced civility, a calculus 
of reason supported by these economic factors as well; as Vine Deloria recounts in Custer 
Died for Your Sins, this “white world of abstract symbols became a nightmare for Indian 
people” (16).

40. Postcolonial theory has already been of tremendous use in helping us to view 
American slavery, segregation, and the internal colonization of indigenous tribes as chilling 
reminders of the United States’ brutal settlement chronicles and lastingly imperial char-
acter, producing provocative works by Arnold Krupat, Anne McClintock, Malini Johar 
Schueller, Edward Watts, Houston A. Baker Jr., and recently, John Cullen Gruesser.

41. In August 2005, Hurricane Katrina devastated much of southeastern Louisiana 
and coastal Mississippi, fl ooding many towns along the Gulf Coast and over 80 percent 
of New Orleans, and killing almost two thousand individuals. As Jed Horne argues in 
Breach of Faith, the storm revealed the glaring gaps between rich and poor and black 
and white in  twentieth-  and  twenty- fi rst- century America: “Rich people died along with 
the indigent. . . . [But] that did not make Katrina an ‘equal opportunity destroyer,’ as 
some hastened to call it. Poor blacks did disproportionately more of the dying. And as the 
engines of recovery creaked into gear, people of mean enjoyed advantages that had been 
theirs all along” (xv).

42. I fi nd this conviction appealing because I write from the hopeful perspective that 
identifying and deconstructing the tools facilitating the consent and marginalization of 
disenfranchised others within the structures of contemporary global capitalism can have 
profound consciousness- altering effects.

43. Midterm elections in November 2006 shifted the balance of power in U.S. Congress 
by the slimmest margin from a  twelve- year Republican majority; Democrats were able 
to gain back seats in the South, and Tennessee’s moderate, Democratic, and African 
American candidate Harold Ford surprised the American public by running a fi erce and 
nearly successful campaign against the white businessman and former mayor Bob Corker. 
As a posting on the weblog Facing South declared, “Two pictures emerge from this and 
other data. One is that the Republican Party is increasingly the party not of ‘the South’ 
in general, as some pundits claim, but older, wealthy and white Southern voters” (Kromm, 
original emphasis).

44. Patricia Cohen’s article commented on Jason Sokol’s There Goes My Everything, 
Matthew Lassiter’s The Silent Majority, and Kevin M. Kruse’s White Flight.

45. In addition to the important comparative and postcolonial works offered by Smith, 
Cohn, Handley, Ladd, and others, a critical anthology called South to a New Place (ed. 
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Jones and Monteith) replaces outdated notions of regionalism with more fl exible ideas 
about geographical place and global reach. The collection expands the category of south-
ernness to include multicultural voices and international infl uence, deconstructing the 
monolith of the region from Native American, (contemporary) Agrarian, British, Latin 
American, cultural studies, postsouthern, and queer perspectives.

46. Philip Joseph’s American Literary Regionalism in a Global Age examines the place of 
regionalist literature in an increasingly globalized world.

47. Postcolonialism has routinely failed to acknowledge the Marxist infl uences 
underlying its development and often has been explicitly critical of Marxism’s failure 
to apprehend the totality of colonial suffering; likewise, Marxist critics and others have 
attacked postcolonialism for its perceived inability to engage issues of class, economics, 
and materiality. Aijaz Ahmad perhaps most strenuously advocates that “we should speak 
not so much of colonialism or postcolonialism but of capitalist modernity, which takes 
the colonial form in particular places and at particular times” (7). There is a solution 
to the ethics of examining material culture, however, that does not necessitate jettison-
ing the postcolonial approach, as Spivak’s work has demonstrated with particular effec-
tiveness. As Crystal Bartolovich argues in her introduction to Marxism, Modernity, and 
Postcolonial Studies (coedited with Lazarus), contemporary critics need to resuscitate the 
previously marginalized or “disavowed” strands of Marxism that were always attuned 
to how structures of production intersect with matters of nationalism, imperialism, and 
racism.

48. See for instance McDowell, “Republican Candidate Admits Supporting Eugenics.” 
McDowell reports on James L. Hart, a Republican congressional candidate then running 
unopposed in his Tennessee district: “Much of Mr Hart’s platform revolves around eu-
genics, which developed before the Second World War as a pseudoscientifi c movement to 
solve social problems by preventing the ‘unfi t’ from having children. It inspired 33 US 
states to pass laws that allowed the sterilization of some 65,000 people, and Nazi Germany 
used the US examples to justify programs that sterilized and killed millions.”

49. See Armacost, foreword vii.
50. In his Negro President, Gary Wills argues that the  three- fi fths compromise in fact 

had a permanent, pivotal effect on certain historical events, particularly the 1800 election 
of Thomas Jefferson, who had used the counting of slaves to his advantage in the deter-
mination of electoral college votes; Wills contends that if the South had not counted its 
slaves, it would not have controlled enough of the Congress to elect Jefferson.

51. See Farley, “Racial Identities in 2000” 33. Stephan Thernstrom refl ects on the 
irony of recent lobbies (mainly by “those on the left, who are pleased to call themselves 
liberals”) to preserve unitary racial categories on the census in order to protect the civil 
rights programs, such as affirmative action, that rely on such census counts for the wide-
spread administration of their policies.

52. When Benedict Anderson revised his well- known Imagined Communities, he in-
cluded a section on censuses that details their role in the maintenance of nationalism.

53. For more on the one- drop rule and the mania over racial classifi cation, see Guterl, 
Color of Race in America.
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54. When in 1920 H. L. Mencken wrote his “Sahara of the Bozart” essay chastising 
the South as a cultural and literary wasteland, many southerners were forced to agree un-
comfortably. Michael Kreyling argues as much in “Faulkner in the  Twenty- fi rst Century,” 
where he suggests that the Fugitive poets countered Mencken’s characterization of their 
“‘paralyzed cerebrums’” by writing deliberately high modernist poetry and “high- brow” 
literary criticism; further, he argues that Mencken’s essay “played a dynamic part in per-
suading the early Faulkner . . . to picture himself in non- Southern ways” (16). For a black 
writer’s engagement with Mencken’s infl uence, see Richard Wright, Black Boy 267–77.

55. Richard H. King quickly came under fi re for failing to include in his study black 
or women writers (with the exception of Lillian Smith), whose particular struggles King 
acknowledges but fi nds ultimately irrelevant to his themes because they simply dismiss 
them out of hand rather than treat them as problematic. In relegating these fi gures to the 
outskirts of a world and institution that implicated and conditioned them, he repeats the 
oversight that rendered such fi gures marginal to the tradition from the start.

56. Nell Irvin Painter also incorporates psychoanalytic theory in her own race analy-
ses, but justifi es her approach differently: in Southern History Across the Color Line, while 
acknowledging the tenuous “applicability of a fi eld invented in turn- of- the- twentieth-
 century Vienna by an  upper- middle- class Jew to poor southerners” and the serious ques-
tion as to “whether ‘white’ psychology works on ‘black’ people,” she nonetheless asserts 
that at bottom all individuals are variously infl uenced and shaped by their respective fam-
ily structures, regardless of their economic or racial origins; further, southern families 
of “oppressed” subjects often form not just detrimental infl uences but also serve as “a 
haven to the physically afflicted, a bulwark against psychological assault.” Her ultimate 
qualifi cation of this controversial application is, I think, important and useful to apply to 
my fi ndings as well: “From psychoanalysis, psychology, and other tools I borrow from the 
social sciences, I draw questions, not answers” (5).

57. There are important exceptions: see, for instance, E. G. Anderson, “Native 
American Literature,” and Trefzer, “Tracing the Natchez Trace.” There has been consid-
erable attention paid to Faulkner’s depictions of Indian histories and fi gures: for a histori-
cal approach, see Don H. Doyle, Faulkner’s County; for a literary examination, see Dabney, 
Indians of Yoknapatawpha and the special “Faulkner’s Indians” issue (ed. G. M. Moore). 
In the fi elds of anthropology and history, there has been much work done on prehistoric 
and preremoval southern tribes, especially by Michael Green and Theda Purdue; studies 
focusing on contemporary southeastern Indians are less common, but include Paredes, 
Indians of the Southeastern United States. Still, the editors of Look Away! acknowledge in a 
footnote to their introduction the continuing tendency in Southern and New World stud-
ies to “privilege the perspectives of those of European and African descent in the hemi-
sphere” as a way of explaining the lack of Native American inclusion in their own volume 
(16); they do include one essay by Jane Landers (“Slave Resistance in the Southeastern 
Frontier”) that deals in part with the presence of Indians in the early Southeast.

58. Bhabha focuses not just on traditionally recognized postcolonial cultures but 
considers Toni Morrison’s Beloved as a central text in the iterations of postcolonial 
experience.
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Chapter One. The Fetish of Surplus Value

1. Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind reaches nostalgically back to the Civil War 
to depict a slaveholding family’s ruin, as does Stark Young’s So Red the Rose, written just 
two years before. Though further removed from the cataclysmic moment of the Civil War, 
other novels depicting impoverished families demonstrate the wreckage left behind in the 
South’s slow transition from agrarian to industrial capitalism, which often forced individ-
uals into sharecropping situations that left them in virtually permanent debt. Illustrative 
examples include Erskine Caldwell’s God’s Little Acre and Tobacco Road, Elizabeth Madox 
Roberts’s The Time of Man, and Edith Summers Kelley’s Weeds.

2. Jon Smith argues similarly in “Postcolonial, Black, and Nobody’s Margin.”
3. See, for instance, Edward Ayers’s claim that “the fi rst wave of segregation law is 

explained . . . by the growing ambition, attainments, and assertiveness of blacks, by the 
striking expansion and importance of the railroad system in the 1880s. . . . Like everything 
else in the New South, segregation grew out of concrete situations, out of technological, 
demographic, economic, and political changes that had unforeseen and often unintended 
consequences” (Promise 145).

4. Scott Romine also claims that William Alexander Percy eschews the economic fea-
tures of aristocratic life in favor of a strictly aesthetic worldview. See Narrative Forms of 
Southern Community.

5. The term white trash was fi rst used in the United States in the antebellum South 
and referred exclusively to “the poor white population in the Southern States of America” 
(oed). Early usages show, and a plethora of southern literature corroborates, that the 
white trash southerners were often grouped with the region’s blacks. In some instances, 
as Fanny Kemble notes in her 1835 journal, “the slaves themselves entertain the very 
highest contempt for white servants, whom they designate as ‘poor white trash’” (oed). 
Antagonism between these two groups seems due to a heightened sense of competition in 
the free labor market that replaced slavery.

6. Jehlen’s monograph continues to be pivotal in turning Faulkner criticism toward is-
sues of class as “the underlying organizing principle in [Yoknapatawpha’s] social structure 
. . . more precisely the division between two classes of white society, the planters and the 
‘rednecks’” (9). The deep sympathy between the two, I argue, also gives way to defen-
sive competitiveness. Ted Atkinson’s Faulkner and the Great Depression situates Faulkner 
within the context of the Great Depression and interrogates more precisely his ambivalent 
perch between agrarian planter and landless poor.

7. See Towner, Faulkner on the Color Line.
8. According to Williamson, “Faulkner was reared among an imperialized people, a 

people much reduced in power from what had been the case within living memory. In 
writing about their plight, he met the plight of the imperialized people of the world, the 
people whose land had been raped and labor taken to supply raw materials from the facto-
ries of the industrial powers” (363).

9. Godden and Polk suggest that Ike in fact manufactures the evidence he is invested 
in locating and disavowing in order to justify a rejection of a birthright he judges to be 
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corrupt. Their reading attempts to evaluate the ledgers “on their own terms, rather than 
on Isaac’s” (359).

10. For a thorough examination of the history of  double- entry accounting and its pro-
found infl uence on modern forms of knowledge, see Poovey, History of the Modern Fact.

11. John T. Matthews makes a similar point; asserting Faulkner’s “studied conviction 
that economic exploitation and racial oppression composed a double coil around the mod-
ern South,” Matthews proposes the need for “a kind of double reading that demonstrates 
their mutual constitution” (“Touching Race” 25).

12. See Matthews, “Recalling the West Indies”; Handley, Postslavery Literatures in the 
Americas; and Cohn, History and Memory in the New South. Also, a collection edited by 
Deborah Cohn and Jon Smith provides a broader look at the U.S. South and New World 
studies, and includes essays on Faulkner by Matthews, Wendy B. Faris, Philip Weinstein, 
Dane Johnson, Helen Oakley, and Earl Fitz.

13. The term postcolonial began circulating in 1936 (oed), which coincides with the 
date of publication for Absalom, Absalom!

14. This phrase is a play on the subtitle of John Matthews’s “Recalling the West Indies: 
From Yoknapatawpha to Haiti and Back,” in which he suggests that these global connec-
tions constitute the South’s “fetishized knowledge” of its implication in a vast colonial 
order that white southerners hold in plain view but overlook in failures of recognition that 
signify something more than mere repression (239).

15. For a useful comparison of the Snopes and Sutpen families, see Corinne Dale, 
“Absalom, Absalom! and the Snopes Trilogy.”

16. Common folk trying to work their way up are a type Faulkner represents most fully 
and satirically in the upwardly mobile Snopes clan, who ascend from shack to mansion 
in the course of three novels and countless unscrupulous exploits. A character like Flem 
Snopes constitutes for Faulkner an object of both fascination and derision, high satire and 
brutal wit; Absalom, Absalom! gives us a similar social trajectory but in radically different, 
more tragic terms. Such rises were not uncommon in Tidewater Virginia, where Sutpen 
is born; in the 1830s, George Handley notes, this was “a region of considerable economic 
opportunity, where many poor white farmers were able to move slowly up the class lad-
der” (133).

17. As Erik Dussere indicates, Sutpen “goes about making himself a gentleman planter 
according to his strictly quantitative system”—much like a ledger (50).

18. Indeed, Sutpen fi nds his Haitian wife not “adjunctive or incremental” to his de-
sign because she fails to compensate for what Sutpen himself lacks in natural aristocracy. 
Sutpen embodies the “minus-in-origin” that Homi Bhabha assigns to the subjugated; the 
subtraction factor in his imaginative books drives him compulsively to overcompensate, 
to fi nd adjuncts and increments that will render him solvent.

19. While the state of being “solvent” refers to one’s ability to pay one’s debts, it also 
connotes “dissolving” or “laxative” properties, promoting the expulsion of undesirable 
elements or infl uences (oed). That this process takes place within Sutpen’s body is sig-
nifi cant, as it indicates his attempts at forging balance nonetheless exacerbate his depletion 
as well.
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20. A different example of this phenomenon occurs near the end of Nineteen  Eighty- four, 
George Orwell’s classic dystopia of oppressive totalitarian government. Having captured 
the dissident Winston, the Ministry of Love has begun the laborious process of torturing 
and “reprogramming” him, which involves revising the fundamental “truth” of math-
ematics by his tormentor insisting that “two plus two” makes not four but fi ve “if the 
Party says” so.

21. The moment at the planter’s door instantiates for Sutpen a virtual balance sheet 
of duty and revenge: because the servant never gave him a chance to state his business, he 
reasons, the master “wont know [what it was] and whatever it is wont get done and he wont 
know it aint done until too late so he will get paid back that much for what he set that nigger 
to do” (191–92). With labor incomplete (because of the “nigger’s” failure, which is also 
Sutpen’s failure) will the master suffer, “get paid back” in proportion to the slave’s lack of 
industry? In this case, all things are credits and debits, and the master will only profi t when 
the slave puts forth the appropriate energy. But, after all, the master is fundamentally de-
tached from the work (“he wont know it aint done”) that he reaps the benefi ts from. In yet 
another reading, though, the “he” getting “paid back” becomes slippery: it could be the 
master, getting “paid back” in the form of revenge by Sutpen, who will rise to usurp the 
man who “set that nigger” to occupy a white house and turn away a white boy. Or the “he” 
may be Sutpen himself, who will himself get “paid back”—will pay himself back—for the 
indignity and debasement caused by his exclusion from the Big House.

Minus- in- origin is a term used by Homi Bhabha in Location of Culture (160 and else-
where) to describe the subaltern’s predetermined status in the national narrative, always 
already fi gured as the negation of the colonizer.

22. In a connection that Matthews has recently invigorated (“Recalling”), Mr. Coldfi eld 
reluctantly makes an investment in Sutpen’s  slave- trading enterprise, his abolitionist sen-
timents defeated by the allure of profi t.

23. Faulkner was facing a particularly acute fi nancial crisis at the time he was writing 
Go Down, Moses. Richard J. Gray reports in Life of William Faulkner that in 1940 Faulkner 
frequently wrote his editor to request very specifi c, large amounts of money, a crisis that 
Gray suggests may have contributed to the “openly economic bias of the fi rst novel in the 
Snopes trilogy” published that year (271). Linda  Wagner- Martin also suggests that “the 
novel may have originated from Faulkner’s fi nancial straits” during this period, due in 
part to the purchase of both Rowan Oak and Greenfi eld Farm in the previous decade (1). 
In his biography, Joseph Blotner reports Faulkner’s intimations (as explained in a letter 
to Random House, his publisher) that “If he could sell some stories and get through until 
mid- November, when he could begin to collect on his cotton and tenant crops, he could 
make it” (421). Helping out in the commissary store, he was known to “neatly itemize” 
customer purchases “in a small ledger,” a frequent activity that Blotner suggests must 
have made him think “that he had been doing the same thing with Random House” (417); 
and, in fact, Faulkner did keep an intricate ledgerlike record of his  short- story submis-
sions. Such scenes underscore the kind of empathy Faulkner might have felt for Ike in his 
confl icted relationship to the family accounts and ledgers, lending additional support to 
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Eric Sundquist’s claim that Go Down, Moses was “Faulkner’s most honest and personally 
revealing novel” (qtd. by  Wagner- Martin 14).

24. Most prominently, Ike’s father, Buck, and his Uncle Buddy.
25. See R. King, “Working Through.”
26. Dussere suggests similarly that Ike, in his attempt “to even things up and clear 

the ledger, the book which holds the record of injustice and the unrealized possibility for 
remuneration,” discovers “that this is ultimately a false hope” (338).

27. As Charles Seife reports in his history Zero, “zero was so important to the new 
set of numbers [in Western mathematics] that people started calling all numbers ciphers, 
which gave the French their term chiffre, digit”; the word gained its secondary mean-
ing of “secret code” when Italian merchants used ciphers (for their ease of falsifi cation 
and disguise) to send encrypted messages via counting boards and other instruments (73, 
80–81).

28. This sense of ciphering also uncannily resembles the bifurcated idea of solvency that 
Sutpen desires even as it threatens to dissolve him entirely.

29. This “white trash” stereotype has proven difficult to dismantle even lately. See, 
for example, Billings, Norman, and Ledford, Confronting Appalachian Stereotypes, for a 
discussion of the ways in which southerners (and rural Appalachians in particular) com-
prise one of the only American groups that we feel are generally acceptable to stereotype 
today.

30. Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of “cultural capital,” in which the benefi ts of education 
and knowledge confer status and power, is relevant here.

31. Wolfe’s ambivalent attitude toward the Agrarians—and their almost univocal dis-
like for him—are detailed further in Underwood, “Autobiography and Ideology in the 
South.” In his biography of Wolfe, David Herbert Donald relates that Wolfe was at fi rst 
intrigued and attracted by some of the Agrarians, as thinkers and as people, but their 
eventual distaste for him and his work in turn repelled Wolfe, who came to ridicule and 
denigrate the Twelve Southerners thereafter, seemingly out of spite (359–62). Donald 
reports that Wolfe wavered much on political matters and grew fairly adept at alienating 
parties from both sides of the political divide.

32. Wolfe’s introduction to Look Homeward, Angel admits as much in its claim that “the 
author has written of an experience which is now far and lost, but which was once part of 
the fabric of his life. . . . It seems to him that all serious work in fi ction is autobiographi-
cal” (xv). Indeed, many of Wolfe’s critics dismissed his work principally because of its 
relentlessly autobiographical nature; for a synthesis and discussion of these critical views, 
see C. Hugh Holman, “Thomas Wolfe and the Stigma of Autobiography.” In addition to 
the biographies of Wolfe by Donald, Nowell, and Kennedy, see also Phillip A. Snyder, 
“Look Homeward, Angel as Autobiography and Artist Novel.”

33. Donald tells us that Wolfe “could never master” algebra and “even developed a 
positive hatred for Hortense Pattison,” the woman who taught it (24).

34. It is crucial that Faulkner comes back to defi ne this idea of displacement as a north-
ern, specifi cally New England, antiplantation phenomenon: in Go Down, Moses, Ike rumi-
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nates on “the New England mechanics who didn’t even own land and measured all things 
by the weight of water and the cost of turning wheels” (274).

Chapter Two. Stealing Themselves Out of Slavery

1. For more on wage- labor- based sharecropping in the twentieth century see 
Woodward, Origins, especially “The Unredeemed Farmer”; Woodman, “Reconstruction 
of the Cotton Plantation”; Kirby, Rural Worlds Lost 26; Daniel, Shadow of Slavery; and R. 
Ransom and Sutch, One Kind of Freedom.

2. Cobb’s refl ections on his experiences as a sharecropper, prisoner, and activist are 
collected in Theodore Rosengarten’s All God’s Dangers.

3.  Learn to Count
Naught’s a naught
Five’s a fi gger.
All fer de white man.
None fer de Nigger.

Ten’s a ten
But it’s mighty funny;
When you cain’t count good,
You hain’t got no money.
(Negro Folk Rhymes, 1922)

4. As Benjamin Quarles notes, the South declined to invest equally in the educa-
tion of the black citizen “on the grounds that he paid few taxes and that there was little 
point in giving him any training beyond the basic elements of reading and writing” (164). 
The growth of educational opportunity in the twentieth century was due mainly to 
 church- sponsored or privately funded philanthropic efforts, such as Andrew Carnegie’s 
gift of $600,000 to the Tuskegee Institute in 1903 (Quarles 166).

5. In the context of sharecropping, the Mosses’ large output is actually unusual, or per-
haps was exaggerated by the jackleg in order to emphasize to them their plight; as Pete Daniel 
suggests, sharecroppers were more often left “watching the planter or merchant consult led-
ger books and pronounce the verdict, seldom more than a few dollars’ credit or debit” (5).

6. The full interview of George Briggs by Caldwell Sims is of interest and can be 
found at Project Gutenberg, http: // www.gutenberg.org / fi les / 18912 / 18912- h / 18912- h
.htm, accessed August 2007.

7. Indeed, Margaret Walker notes in her biography of Richard Wright that this story, 
along with several others in Eight Men, is “patently autobiographical” (331).

8. Historically, interracial union activity was occasionally successful, but the rigid ra-
cial antagonisms in the South generally precluded such solidarity. For an excellent ac-
count of interracial union efforts among farmers in the  Depression- era South, see Donald 
Grubbs, Cry from the Cotton.

9. The notion of “petty larceny” (n. “theft of personal property having a value less than 
a legally specifi ed amount”) is specifi c to “many U.S. states and Great Britain” (oed).
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10. What was eventually published in Eight Men represents only half of the original 
full- length text Wright wrote, suggesting that Wright had a substantial commitment to 
the story’s themes. The work’s affinities to Native Son are clear and have been noted by 
Wright’s critics.

11. Other examples are numerous: he gains inexplicable comfort in a remote sense of 
blackness: his mother’s “great dark eyes” inspire an enduring sense of “purity and safety” 
(462). He is drawn sensually to other images of darkness as well. Even the strikingly dark 
“Shiny” “strongly attracted [his] attention from the fi rst day [he] saw him” (465). Yet, 
the various other boys “of all sizes and kinds . . . seemed . . . like savages” (463). To the 
undifferentiated narrator, the “other” is simultaneously multiple and metaphorically dark 
(“savage”); neither hybridity nor blackness are consistent objects of identifi cation for the 
narrator, but they are distinct sites of desire and revulsion respectively.

12. This observation has become commonplace in literary theory. For a full account 
of this history, see Henry Louis Gates Jr., Figures in Black and The Signifying Monkey. 
Mason Stokes, The Color of Sex, examines the issue from the combined perspective of 
African American and queer theory.

13. Claudia Tate, for example, alludes to the complicating presence of white patron-
age in the development of black agency and identity through artistic production (11). 
Black Writers, White Publishers, a full- length study by John K. Young, explores further the 
compromising relationship between African American writers and white publishers from 
Nella Larsen to Toni Morrison.

14. The kind of “economic solvency” within African American communities that 
Baker cites is still, of course, far from a condition of prevalence; Henry Louis Gates Jr. 
marks a contemporary “divergence between poor blacks and prosperous ones” that has 
been increasing over time, and goes further to assert that as economic differences among 
blacks increase, the pressure to nationalize and essentialize the race becomes more insis-
tent (Future of the Race 19, 37).

15. My approach thus depends implicitly on the Lacanian assumption that personal 
subjectivity is ordered within and by language, and is deepened by Jürgen Habermas’s 
 labor- centered notion that the self is produced within one’s own discourse.

16. There is a long history exploring the connections between music and mathematics. 
Comprehensive contributions include Leon Harkleroad, The Math Behind the Music; John 
Fauvel, Raymond Flood, and Robin Wilson, eds., Music and Mathematics; and Edward 
Rothstein, Emblems of the Mind.

17. For an explication of this term see, for example, Ibrahim K. Sundiata, From Slaving 
to Neoslavery.

18. Primarily during the Harlem Renaissance, primitivism in art and culture (often 
displayed in African American expressions of folk culture and its African roots) became 
fashionable among white Americans, who clamored to own primitive art and frequent the 
jazz clubs and nightspots of Harlem.

19. For an expansive study of the negotiation between white and black art (music in 
particular), high and low culture, and capitalism and communism, see Bernard Gendron, 
Between Montmartre and the Mudd Club.
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20. Teaching largely at northern colleges and universities, I have noticed repeatedly that 
my students generally view racism as irrelevant or anachronistic, a liberal misconception 
that frees them to make potentially slighting comments like this one rather fearlessly.

21. A common complaint against black bourgeoisie is that they in effect “sell out” 
and simply mimic white culture. Whereas this condition is posed in such (nonsouth-
ern) African American works as Nella Larsen’s, Jessie Fauset’s, and Toni Morrison’s, 
in Johnson the predicament encompasses identity entirely, forcing a choice to be made 
that irrevocably alters one’s self- perception as a raced being. Implicit here is Booker T. 
Washington’s proponing of bourgeois capitalism as the black’s key to economic and social 
uplift, a plan castigated by DuBois and others for its strategies of “whitewashing” and 
mimicry. As Gates Jr. comments in the introduction to Johnson’s novella, “The alienation 
that DuBois had worried over in his critique of Booker T. Washington’s advocacy of bour-
geois capitalism as the ultimate liberating mechanism for the black proletariat comes to 
fruition in Johnson’s characterization of his protagonist” (xx).

22. He earns his racial freedom at a terrible price, and what he earns from his peers is 
the chilling title of “professor” (115)—ostensibly for his musical mastery, but implicitly 
too for the successful orchestration of his racial identity into silence.

23. See “chink, n.2” and “Chink, n.5,” oed.

Chapter Three. The Measures of Love

1. Addie’s notion that she “would be I” would seem to indicate a harnessing of selfhood 
and agency; as Monique Wittig has pronounced, “when one says I and, in doing so, reap-
propriates language as a whole, proceeding from oneself alone, with the tremendous power 
to use all language, it is then and there, according to linguists and philosophers, that there 
occurs the supreme act of subjectivity, the advent of subjectivity into consciousness” (6). 
Of course, Addie’s use of language here, like that of the other women under consideration 
in this chapter, does not “proceed from oneself alone” but from a rigidly prescribed set of 
cultural norms and needs; her language bears mathematical overtones that weigh down 
and delineate the “I” expected to replicate the kind of subjectivity necessary for the func-
tioning and health of the community, and specifi cally its men.

2. The criticism lauding the female writers under examination here is plentiful. 
Charlotte H. Beck, for example, avers that Katherine Anne Porter “consistently told her 
stories from a feminist perspective” (174). Anne Firor Scott praises The Hard- Boiled 
Virgin for its “pervasive and corrosive feminism” (xvi) and “narrow but trenchant and 
persistent social criticism” (xix). Anita Loos’s Gentlemen Prefer Blondes is almost always 
read as a sly feminist triumph depicting a sexually liberated, fi nancially independent, 
subversive character (see Ankum, “Material Girls,” and Cella, “Narrative ‘Confi dence 
Games’”). While I don’t disagree that these writers’ feminist sympathies inspire their 
critical depictions of modern southern society, I am cautious about the extent to which 
this perspective actively shapes their characters’ worldviews, and am especially attuned to 
moments when “feminism” masks troubling signs of psychological damage. When Beck 
suggests that Porter “used her personal and professional relationships with men to her 
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advantage, all the while carefully retaining her autonomy and independence” (174), I dis-
agree fundamentally that women of this period in the South were able to gain “advantage” 
without sacrifi cing, in some measure, their “autonomy and independence.”

3. This is, of course, not a hard- and- fast distinction. Certainly many female writers of 
the modern period turned nostalgically to the Lost Cause (for instance, Margaret Mitchell 
and Caroline Gordon), and certain white male writers were engaged in more  clear- eyed 
progressive efforts (Thomas Wolfe and William Faulkner, in some ways, and Erskine 
Caldwell). Brantley contends that even the Agrarians “were not without a number of lib-
eral impulses” (8). Perhaps the most complete examination of southern liberalism remains 
Gunnar Myrdal’s American Dilemma.

4. I am grateful to Jon Smith for pointing out the relevance of Ž iž ek’s observation in 
this context.

5. See A. G. Jones, Tomorrow Is Another Day 22 and her note at 66 for a full explanation 
and catalog of such strategies.

6. Excellent studies of the “belle” psychology have been advanced by Kathryn Lee 
Seidel, The Southern Belle in the American Novel; Catherine Clinton, The Plantation 
Mistress; and Giselle Roberts, The Confederate Belle. Additionally, Entzminger provides 
a full- length historical and literary survey of southern women’s negotiation with and re-
sistance to the belle archetype. A work like Patricia Yaeger’s infl uential Dirt and Desire 
demonstrates in a rich and sweeping examination that the concerns of southern women 
(both black and white) were not limited to the same tired themes that have long occupied 
southern critics; she set the standard for new approaches to women’s literature from the 
region by introducing fresh categories of analysis, “fi gures and ideas that astonish” with 
their strangeness and power (ix). I wish to follow Yaeger’s lead, in this sense, by identifying 
discursive preoccupations within women’s writing that have not yet been acknowledged 
or explored, although Yaeger might disapprove of my aim to yoke these textual symptoms 
back to the same tired sources: the plantation codes and myths that spawned the fanatical 
need for social order. Where Yaeger fi nds her women exercising a “fl agrant desire to abuse 
a form of cultural capital not traditionally their own” (2), I fi nd these women struggling 
fi ercely to own anything at all: their words, their works, their forms of cultural capital, and 
least of all themselves.

7. Entzminger explores what she calls the “belle gone bad” phenomenon in southern 
women’s writing, which she identifi es as fi rst occurring in the nineteenth century and then 
recurring in the twentieth century as an expressive “response to the rigid preoccupations 
of their culture” and a mode of rhetorical resistance (6). A. G. Jones describes the extreme 
opposite: “some women have determined to shape themselves entirely into the ideal. . . . 
At the extreme, such women blanked out their perceptions and repressed their feelings 
until they lost, almost entirely, a sense of self ” (23).

8. Indeed, while the image of the footloose, unconventional fl apper tends to dominate 
our perceptions of the New Woman in 1920s America, the southern version of this spirit 
was somewhat more subdued; women’s clubs and organizations often rallied around not 
the feminist cause but the Lost Cause, and worked to resurrect a regional tradition based 
on plantation values. See, for instance, J. Johnson, Southern Ladies, New Women, who 
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examines South Carolina clubwomen in particular as “reluctant reformers” dedicated to 
honoring southern tradition and “white supremacy” and thus “signifi cantly shaped the 
culture of the newly segregated South” (145, 205, 3).

9. A simple statistic uncannily illustrates this now- familiar phenomenon: Loos’s serial-
ized stories about Lorelei Lee (which would eventually become the novel Gentlemen Prefer 
Blondes) garnered for Harper’s Bazaar its fi rst substantially male readership, causing its sub-
scription sales to triple and its pages to be fi lled with advertisements for men’s clothing, 
sporting goods, and other products. Loos reports this in “Biography of a Book,” her intro-
duction to the novel; while this seems to be a point of pride for the author, I suggest that this 
fact signals her character’s function as a desired, consumable object to the male consumer.

10. A niece of Newman’s, Margaret Patterson, wrote a small biography of her aunt that 
Newman apparently read and enjoyed, as Baugh reports in his introduction to Frances 
Newman’s Letters, published shortly after her death in 1928; this excerpt is taken from that 
study (3). No full- length biography of Newman exists at the time of this writing, although 
Barbara Anne Wade’s Frances Newman: Southern Satirist and Literary Rebel offers a study 
of Newman’s work through a biographical lens. Several short sketches also appear. In the 
same volume of collected letters, a brief portrait of Newman is provided in a preface by 
James Branch Cabell (v–xi), with whom she was quite close. For an excellent scholarly dis-
cussion of Newman’s background, drawn from the few available sources, see A. G. Jones, 
Tomorrow Is Another Day; Anne Firor Scott’s foreword to Newman’s The Hard- Boiled 
Virgin also provides excellent context.

11. I provide more biographical information for the women in this chapter because 
they have been largely ignored by readers and critics and may be unfamiliar even to south-
ern specialists. Newman’s critical neglect has been especially marked. She has been the 
subject of chapters or articles by A. G. Jones, by Seidel in Southern Belle in the American 
Novel, by Shillingsburg, and by a few others. To date, however, Wade’s Frances Newman 
is the only full- length literary biography.

12. Newman herself articulated a similar sentiment: “Like Katharine Faraday, I am 
only interested in my own ideas and my own emotions, and the people who stimulate both. 
Of course, I like clothes, and if I ever have a lot of money, I shall doubtless spend most of it 
for frocks and hats” (Letters 274–75]. The admission is a near duplicate of her character’s 
modus operandi: Katharine’s persistent, calculated self- interest is characterized as an even 
more haunting desire to embody the perspective of an outsider, shaping and “stimulating” 
her. The euphemism here is not inadvertent: Katharine’s odyssey through Atlanta society, 
in search of making a proper and successful marriage, is marked and hampered not just by 
her self- scrutiny but also by the futile narcissistic desire that suffuses it.

13. A careful reading of Hard- Boiled Virgin reveals that few pages do not contain mul-
tiple references to numbers, calculations, or arithmetic.

14. The concept of pedagogy is crucial to much postcolonial theory, particularly that of 
Homi Bhabha, and I use it here to draw consciously on the way social codes and methods 
for behavior and quantifying worth become part of the region’s cultural indoctrination, 
written directly into the fabric of its social conditioning; when writers choose pedagogical 
settings—schoolrooms, for example—to showcase a moment of social or racial learning, 
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the tremendous homogenizing power of national pedagogy seems to be at least obliquely 
referenced.

15. On the imitation and internalization stage, see Showalter 13.
16. A. G. Jones remarks that Katharine’s “life is increasingly structured by the plots and 

narratives she imposes on it, like Emma Bovary, from her readings . . . her social world is a plot 
in itself, an elaborate artifi ce that keeps its women ignorant and in their places” (xiii–xiv).

17. As Scott notes in her foreword to The Hard- Boiled Virgin, Newman reported to a 
correspondent that “a woman can’t write a book without a father anymore than she could 
have a baby” (x).

18. H. L. Mencken published this essay berating the South as a literary wasteland in 
his 1920 Prejudices; he made a rare exception, however, when in “Violets of the Sahara” 
he cited Newman as among the very few southern writers of any promise. Mencken and 
Newman had a fairly close friendship and correspondence, as the number and warmth 
of their letters make clear (see Letters); indeed Joseph M. Flora remarks that Newman’s 
“career illustrates the support the gifted writer often received from Mencken” (281).

19. Newman’s critics are few, but most read this moment as one of liberation. Newman 
was indeed progressive in her bold fl outing of southern feminine restrictions, candidly 
rejecting what Miriam J. Shillingsburg catalogs as “family and deference, virginity and 
marriage, childbirth and menstruation, and the cult of beauty and propriety” (354). But 
when critics like Shillingsburg claim that Newman’s “feminism is her boldest trait” (356), 
it seems an inordinately laudatory assessment that Newman’s own writing (both fi ctive 
and personal) discourages. See also Wade, Frances Newman.

20. In her introduction to Gentlemen Prefer Blondes Candace Bushnell attests that the 
“gold digger” archetype survives as a byproduct of American consumer culture well into 
the twentieth century and beyond. Bushnell recalls meeting her “fi rst genuine gold dig-
ger,” a woman named Nicole (who eventually befriends Bushnell) whose expensive clothes 
and travels were fi nanced by wealthy media moguls and industrial titans of the 1980s. 
Despite Loos’s claim that Lorelei Lee was a “‘period piece’” exemplifying a particular 
economic moment, Bushnell claims that Loos in fact hit upon “a new female archetype, 
one that not only survives today, but thrives” in fi gures like Nicole (xiv). In fact, Bushnell 
describes the gold digger type as a “purely American phenomenon” (xiv). The fact that 
Bushnell’s friend Nicole ends up “in a straitjacket” (xiv) is a chilling approximation of the 
ends to which such digging leads. Yet Bushnell celebrates Lorelei for her hard- working, 
wily, Horatio Alger–like determination to launch herself into high society by her boot (or 
high heel) straps by any means necessary, an evaluation I resist in this chapter.

21. In making this connection, I depart from Susan Hegeman’s claim that “‘educa-
tion’ is a code word for sex” in Lorelei’s narrative (540). While Hegeman sees Lorelei’s 
obscured sexual license as a necessary step along the path to gaining the material riches she 
desires, I am more inclined to read the economic valence of Lorelei’s education as primary, 
even to the exclusion of interest in matters sexual or physical.

22. Perhaps Loos ultimately resents the pretension of the  middle- class woman who 
scrambles to assume the position normally reserved for white women of privileged birth. 
Since Loos herself was of  middle- class origins, this vitriol seems ambivalent, directed in 
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part at the South’s grubby social climbers but also at her own position of deference to the 
demands of men around her.

23. Loos converts not only sexual desire but also intellect into the language of use 
value: the fi rst instance of Lorelei’s “contact / contract” slip comes in the book’s opening 
pages when Lorelei relates her gentleman friend’s claim that “when he comes into con-
tract with brains he always notices it” (4). The moment seems as much a refl ection of the 
man’s priorities as the woman’s inculcated desire to live up to them.

24. In fact, Newman subtly demonstrated that she didn’t see much difference between 
a “woman” and a “wife,” as revealed in a comment to a friend about “women—it was 
really wives that I meant, and since the English language affords the distinction, I should 
have been more explicit” (Letters 49).

25. Newman echoes this language to describe Isabel’s fi rst (and long- awaited) sexual 
encounter with Charlton (255), emphasizing the correlation between these two women in 
their attitudes of subjection to one man’s desires and whims.

26. As A. G. Jones brilliantly observes, Newman matches this objectifi cation in her 
prose: “[Evelyn] sees her body as an object. Indeed, Evelyn is the object of her own sen-
tences; Charlton is the subject” (xviii). This claim implicitly draws a close parallel be-
tween Evelyn’s character and Katharine Faraday, who wants (but fails) to be “the subject 
of any verb” rather than “its passive object” (155).

27. See in particular Darlene Unrue’s introduction to her 2005 biography of Porter.
28. Jane Krause DeMouy suggests also that the purse represents “her own other self ” 

as a young woman (61).
29. The moment strikingly resembles an episode in Porter’s life that she relayed in the 

form of a monologue by her father: “‘Don’t ever let me hear you talking any of that non-
sense about the slavery of women,’ said her father, ‘I wish all you women who talk about 
slavery had to be turned into men for just one day. . . . Then you’d know the meaning of 
slavery.’ He wrapped his ragged old bathrobe around him and started down the hall. ‘Just 
look at me with my elbows out trying to keep a houseful of women in fi ne underclothes. 
Where are you going this time of day, anyhow?’” (Unrue, Katherine Anne Porter 35–36). As 
biographer Unrue reports, “Katherine Anne became committed to the cause of women’s 
rights and later claimed to have published her fi rst essay on the subject that year” (36).

30. In “Reading the Endings in Katherine Anne Porter’s ‘Old Mortality,’” Suzanne W. 
Jones also expresses cautious skepticism about reading the story too optimistically as a 
feminist text.

Chapter Four. Contemporary Crises of Value

1. In “Rise of the Sunbelt” David R. Goldfi eld provides a thorough summation of the 
“relatively new historiography” of the Sunbelt.

2. Mathematically, we know that balance depends paradoxically on nothingness—a 
zero equilibrium. That is, positive and negative numbers effectively cancel one another 
out: in the equation –5 + 5 = 0, the integers are statistically equivalent because they bal-
ance each other effectively out of existence (as a composite “0”). In economics, a zero- sum 
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budget represents the ideal of balance; in an account ledger, as Robert Kaplan describes 
it, you “tote up your debits and credits on the same page . . . in parallel columns. If the 
difference between them is zero, your books are balanced” (110). The texts I examine in 
this chapter depict the postmodern horror of this empty balance, but repeatedly try to 
insert themselves into either side of the equation, choosing inclusion (even as a negative 
quantity) rather than relegation to anonymity or nothingness.

3. See, for instance, Bartley, Rise of Massive Resistance; Neil McMillen, The Citizen’s 
Council; and I. A. Newby, Challenge to the Court.

4. As J. Smith and Cohn observe in Look Away! the Agrarians “compared the plight of 
white southern culture (highly pastoralized and sanitized) to that of equally romanticized 
Native American civilizations: peaceful, art- loving cultures wiped out by Yankee mate-
rialism” (6). Despite a number of implicit and explicit references to Native Americans 
as kindred to southerners in their harmonious relationship with nature (J. Ransom 20; 
Fletcher 99–100; Nixon 183), the Agrarians’ essays in I’ll Take My Stand nonetheless 
glorify and sanitize the mythology of hardy New World settlement (J. Ransom 8; Owsley 
71) by referring to themselves (without irony) as “natives” and northern carpetbaggers as 
“invaders” (see, for example, J. Ransom 23; Nixon 193). Nixon’s nonchalant reference to 
the time before “Indians departed” (183) strengthens the fi ction that the South’s succes-
sion was natural and ordained.

5. The writers represented here are just a small sampling of southern authors who use 
Indian characters or elements strategically in their work. Most comprehensive is Annette 
Trefzer’s Disturbing Indians, which examines Native American themes in works by Andrew 
Lytle, Caroline Gordon, Eudora Welty, and Faulkner. For a discussion of Barry Hannah’s 
use of Native American fi gures to serve a white southern nativist agenda, see Benson. 
A full- length study by Lewis M. Dabney uncovers the “neglected” Indians throughout 
Faulkner’s corpus, but ultimately he decides that Faulkner took “imaginative” liberties 
with his Indian characters due to the relative lack of precise historical information (10). 
I agree with scholars who conclude that Faulkner’s Indian presences are marginal and 
stereotypical at best (see, for example, Trefzer, “Postcolonial Displacements in Faulkner’s 
Indian Stories of the 1930s”) and further suggest that this results from the repressive ideo-
logical apparatus of the society that worked to keep Indians at less than “zero.” For more 
views on Faulkner’s Indians see the special issue of the Faulkner Journal edited by Gene 
M. Moore. On  southern- Indian connections more broadly see the 2007 special issue of the 
Mississippi Quarterly edited by Ellen Arnold. The nativism marking nearly every phase of 
American settlement, liberation, and “progress” repeatedly posits “white Americans” in 
the place of “native Americans.” For examples of whites who attempt to inhabit Indian 
identity in an attempt to establish authenticity as Americans, see Philip Deloria’s Playing 
Indian and Alan Trachtenberg’s Shades of Hiawatha. White southerners have their own 
history of nativism, usually employed to separate the South from the rest of the nation.

6. Dussere discusses the southern gentlemanly notion of a “debt of honor,” which he 
suggests Faulkner’s characters employ as a way to “preserve the form of honor as an act of 
resistance to the ‘Northern’ capitalist ideology that privileges money and business” (12). 
Percy’s use of this term seems in a sense to appeal to his uncle’s aristocratic manners.
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7. Michael Kobre discusses Percy’s confl icted relationship to southern tradition 
through an examination of his Bakhtinian, dialogic style; John F. Desmond explores the 
importance of Percy’s Christianity (Walker Percy’s Search for Community); Mary Deems 
Howland cannot escape matters of race in her study of Percy’s intersubjectivity in The Gift 
of the Other, yet her focus is primarily on Percy’s indebtedness to the existential philoso-
pher Gabriel Marcel.

8. Interview by Kathleen Wilkinson, “Dorothy Allison: The Value of Redemption” 
in Curve magazine, online, <http: // www.curvemag.com / Detailed / 5.html>, accessed 
August 2007.

9. By presenting Percy as essentially a back- looking, nostalgic writer perhaps uncannily 
desirous of the old order over the new, I am in disagreement with Percy scholars who fi nd 
in his work a transcendent faith and optimism for a new age, a sentiment often inspired by 
the fact of Percy’s devout Catholicism. Mary K. Sweeney, for example, argues in Walker 
Percy and the Postmodern World that Percy’s characters watch the old world dissolve and 
anxiously await the emergence of the new day, full of hope, love, and salvation. These 
categories have, I believe, been marked and disabled by their participation in a southern 
tradition; love, for example, reveals itself in this text as an unequal narcissistic relationship 
without which the self cannot sustain itself or have value. The romantic implications of 
such hyperbole are deeply compromised by the tradition in which such orientations occur, 
such as I’ve laid out here.

10. In his postcolonial reading of Walker Percy’s confrontation with southern white-
ness, Costello does advance such an argument briefl y, but only in relation to Uncle Will 
Percy, suggesting that “his ability to know himself rests largely on his ability to know 
the Other according to strictly defi ned terms. Therefore, the elder Percy thought it of 
supreme importance that no individual violate these terms or take on characteristics of 
the Other, lest this system of identity lose its defi ning power”; but Costello goes on to 
suggest that “Will Percy certainly realizes that the old colonialist system has begun to lose 
its validity as a means of interacting with the world” and that Walker was better able to 
assimilate such a realization.

11. Robert Rudnicki examines the fugue state so often exhibited by Percy’s characters 
by deferring to philosophy, religion, and semiosis rather than substantially historical, psy-
choanalytic and contextual analysis.

12. The oed dates the fi rst usage of the phrase “ground zero” to July 7, 1946, in the 
New York Times, where it was used to reference a blast that then ignited fi res 3,500 feet 
away from its “ground zero” or blast point.

13. Percy’s own father committed suicide in 1929 when Walker was just thirteen years 
old. Critics have not failed to read Will Barrett’s father as a combination of Percy’s own 
father and his uncle Will, who suffered his own sense of historical “belatedness.” The 
fact that Will Barrett seems to have been named after Uncle Will deepens our sense of 
the affiliation between Will the dislocated new southerner and the old guard that he can’t 
stop emulating, hoping to fi nd some identity and location there. In his review of William 
Rodney Allen’s Walker Percy: A Southern Wayfarer, James H. Justus notes that “LeRoy 
Percy’s suicide in 1929 (the most signifi cant in a clutch of acts that made suicide a grim 
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Percy tradition) became the source of his son’s life- long struggle to resist what Allen terms 
‘an inordinate number of fathers’” (127).

14. For more on the connection between Oedipal family relations and tragedy, see 
Deleuze and Guattari, esp. 296–322. For more on the ubiquity and primacy of Oedipal 
narratives in southern literature and culture, see R. King, Southern Renaissance.

15. Alan J. Bishop points out in Mathematical Enculturation that “it is no accident that 
we often use the phrase ‘an elegant proof,’” as the Pythagorean love for “beauty and sym-
metry” endowed mathematics with an aesthetic character, “where ‘fuzziness’ and impre-
cision are replaced by clarity and certainty, where greyness and shadowy half- truths are 
illuminated by the bright light of reason” (64).

16. Freud’s essay “A Child Is Being Beaten” is relevant here.
17. See also Philip Deloria, Playing Indian.
18. See Michael Paul Rogin, Fathers and Children, for the prototype of the white father 

as savior to the dark native.
19. Alice Walker’s inclusion in a “multicultural” but largely Native literary anthology 

is a step in the useful direction of assimilating this heritage; her “The Universe Responds: 
or, How I learned We Can Have Peace on Earth” appears in Barnhill, At Home on the 
Earth.

Chapter Five. Re- membering the Missing

1. Exceptions to southern nativists writing as if Indians were extinct include the excel-
lent aforementioned work on southeastern Indians past and present by Gidley and Gidley, 
Eric Gary Anderson, Annette Trefzer, Michael Green, Theda Perdue, Tom Mould, and 
Joel Martin.

2. Jon Smith and Deborah Cohn, the editors of Look Away! explain the omission of 
Native American issues in their volume by critiquing the persistent tendency in southern 
and New World studies to “privilege the perspectives of those of European and African 
descent in the hemisphere” (16). While they apologize for seeming to perpetuate this criti-
cal aporia, they do point toward forthcoming works on the topic by Annette Trefzer and 
myself, among many others, that promise to fi ll the gap; and they do include one essay by 
Jane Landers that deals in part with Indians of the early Southeast.

3. For criticism on Glancy, see especially Karsten Fitz and Amy J. Elias. Awiakta re-
ceives a brief mention in Perry and Weaks, History of Southern Women’s Literature. Excellent 
essays on Awiakta by Daniel Heath Justice and Susan Berry Brill de Ramírez appear in 
Rader and Gould, Speak to Me Words; see also Thomas Rain Crowe, “Marilou Awiakta”; 
and Grace Toney Edwards, “Marilou Awiakta.” Justice’s Our Fire Survives the Storm dis-
cusses works by both Glancy and Awiakta as  twentieth- century expressions of traditional 
Cherokee nationhood. Noteworthy full- length studies on Owens by Jacqueline Kilpatrick 
(Louis Owens: Literary Refl ections on His Life and Work) and Christopher A. LaLonde 
(Grave Concerns, Trickster Turns: The Novels of Louis Owens) have also appeared.

4. Chippewa author Louise Erdrich voices a similar sentiment through her char-
acter Lipsha Morrissey: “the  straight- edged shape is not a Chippewa preference. . . . 



230 Notes to Chapter Five

Only  human- made things tend toward cubes and squares” (96). In Erdrich’s story, the 
“squares” are represented symbolically by the orderly grid on a bingo card, which Lipsha 
disastrously sets his hopes on. The means of “winning” such games rests with the culture 
who invented the shapes of hope and the illusion of fortune for the deprived. As Michael 
Dorris asserts, “it is only a matter of time until the cards win” (47). Yet the prize still 
tantalizes: in Ralph Ellison’s “King of the Bingo Game,” a black protagonist is similarly 
unable to relinquish his hold on (and thus control over) a bingo wheel, knowing that he 
can’t possibly “win” in any material and meaningful sense; when he does win, it is by land-
ing the wheel on the target of “double zero” (136), which underscores the notion that for 
a black man in white America, winning is only an illusion.

5. As an example of Native avoidance of binary identity systems, Algonquian gram-
mar accounts for four different subject positions and, as Michael Booth has subsequently 
argued, has “at least the possibility of a different intersubjective geometry” (355).

6. The idea of an “Indian gift” was recognized around 1765 in a somewhat neutral 
description “signifying a present for which an equivalent return is expected”; but the ex-
pression did not apply to a specifi c, negative form of personal behavior (an “Indian giver”) 
with its modern connotations until 1860: “When an Indian gives any thing, he expects to 
receive an equivalent, or to have his gift returned” (oed). The negative iterations of the 
phrase increase in later, common usage: a 1904 article refers to an individual who “took 
the position of the ‘Indian giver’ and wanted the money back.”

7. In one personal example of the extraordinary barriers and delays to tribal recogni-
tion and access to federal programs, a branch of the tribe from which I am descended—
the Mashpee Wampanoag Indians—was only recently granted recognition by the federal 
government after nearly thirty years of repeated applications and legislation. The irony 
of this protracted struggle is perhaps best captured by its historicity, discussed later in 
this chapter: the Wampanoag Indians were the indigenous allies who helped the Pilgrims 
survive their fi rst winter in New England.

8. Paul Kantner is revealed as the other murderer and the one who may be responsible 
for “raping and cutting people up,” a modus that Malin professes “revolting, disgusting, 
incredibly sick . . . I never wanted to hurt anyone.” Malin’s credibility is undercut, how-
ever, by the fact that he utters this on the verge of raping and murdering Cole’s daughter 
Abby (238).

9. I am grateful to William Joseph Thomas for his observation about the gift of corn 
and the Corn Mother parable.

10. For more on the testing of nuclear weapons on western lands and Native American 
reservations, see Carol Gallagher and Keith Schneider, American Ground Zero.

11. See also Peter A. Coclanis, “Globalization before Globalization: The South and the 
World to 1950,” in Cobb and Stueck, eds., Globalization and the American South.

12. One need only to think about the effect that U.S. economic sanctions have had on 
countries like Iraq and Iran, where ill- fated programs like Oil for Food caused what the un 
warned would be “dire humanitarian consequences” with tremendous human suffering 
that was “foreseeable (and foreseen)” (Morran et al.).
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13. The portions of Lan Cao’s Monkey Bridge representing Mai’s mother’s journal 
entries appear in italics in the novel.

14. Two full- length studies examine the evidence and racial dynamics of the case: Chet 
Dettlinger, The List (Atlanta: Philmay Enterprises, 1983) and Bernard Headley, Atlanta 
Youth Murders and the Politics of Race (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 
1998). I am greatly indebted especially to Headley’s exhaustive analyses of the racial and 
political implications of the murders and the legal trial.

15. Baldwin channels an unmistakably Faulknerian sense of imperfectly buried and 
relentlessly recycled terror in phrasing such as “sleeps or hopes to sleep, that terror which 
memory repudiates.”

16. The study echoes the infamous work by white Democratic David Patrick Moynihan 
in 1965 released as The Negro Family: The Case for National Action, known popularly and 
derisively as “The Moynihan Report.” While Moynihan’s central objective was at bottom 
a well- intentioned attempt to connect black economic impoverishment to the decline and 
crises within the African American family, his fi ndings were greeted by civil rights groups 
with defensiveness, hostility, and charges of racism—views that have been tempered over 
time as sociologists have admitted to the usefulness of Moynihan’s central fi ndings. For 
more on this, begin with Godfrey Hodgson’s biography, The Gentleman from New York: 
Daniel Patrick Moynihan.

17. Wayne Williams was convicted in 1982 of only two of the  twenty- nine kidnap-
pings and deaths that occurred during these years. In response to widespread belief that 
Williams was not responsible for the child murders, DeKalb County Police Chief Louis 
Graham reopened the case in 2005 only to close it again a year later due to lack of new evi-
dence. Reactions to the resurrected case were mixed and refl ected the ongoing emotional-
ism over the racial issues swirling about the investigation and trial. In an editorial in the 
Atlanta  Journal- Constitution Jim Wooten claims that “rational people” recognize Williams 
as the killer and know “there’s no doubt about Williams’ guilt, nor any question that good 
cops were honest and thorough in putting the right killer in jail”; believing otherwise 
“plays to the cheap seats and to the black helicopter crowd” (a18). On the next page, an 
opposing op- ed piece argues that “closing these cases is about money, politics and racism. 
Poor Americans, white, black, Hispanic or other have never mattered as much or been 
valued as much as the more fortunate. Never forget Hurricane Katrina” (Ski a19).

Conclusion. Disturbing the Calculation

1. Southerners obviously would be the fi rst to decry the loss of their regional distinc-
tiveness; but keeping the South in its traditional, bastardized position within the larger 
United States served a purpose for other Americans as well. For more on the Sunbelt’s 
intensifi cation of North- South rivalry, see Bruce J. Schulman, “Sunbelt South.” In From 
Cotton Belt to Sunbelt, Schulman suggests that federal policies aimed at the South were not 
as generous as many northerners believed, but that their support was strategic and limited; 
he suggests that “much of the sunbelt South shivers still in the dark cold of poverty was 



232 Notes to Conclusion

no oversight” but instead represents the more or less intentional result of federal plans 
and policies (viii).

2. Houston A. Baker Jr. relates the sentiment articulated by Malcolm X as a way to 
urge revisionary work in “geography, economics, race relations [and] demographics” in 
order to reinvigorate both southern studies and American cultural studies (10).

3. Adrian Walker notes that Boston has long struggled with its “racist rap,” which 
intensifi ed the defensive response to Jackson’s “innocuous” remarks.
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