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Black Writing, White Reading 
Race and the Politics of Feminist Interpretation 

Elizabeth Abel 

1 

I realize that the set of feelings that I used to have about French men I 
now have about African-American women. Those are the people I feel 
inadequate in relation to and try to please in my writing. It strikes me 
that this is not just idiosyncratic. 

-JANE GALLOP, "CRITICIZING FEMINIST CRITICISM" 

Twyla opens the narrative of Toni Morrison's provocative story "Recitatif" 
(1982) by recalling her placement as an eight-year-old child in St. Bonaven
ture, a shelter for neglected children, and her reaction to Roberta Fisk, the 
roommate she is assigned: "The minute I walked in ... I got sick to my stom
ach. It was one thing to be taken out of your own bed early in the morning
it was something else to be stuck in a strange place with a girl from a whole 
other race. And Mary, that's my mother, she was right. Every now and then 
she would stop dancing long enough to tell me something important and 
one of the things she said was that they never washed their hair and they 
smelled funny. Roberta sure did. Smell funny, I mean."1 The racial ambigu
ity so deftly installed at the narrative's origin through codes that function 
symmetrically for black women and for white women ("they never washed 
their hair and they smelled funny") intensifies as the story tracks the en
counters of its two female protagonists over approximately thirty years. Un
mediated by the sexual triangulations (the predations of white men on black 
women, the susceptibility of black men to white women) that have dominated 
black women's narrative representations of women's fraught connections 
across racial lines, the relationship of Twyla and Roberta discloses the op
erations of race in the feminine. 2 This is a story about a black woman and a 
white woman; but which is which? 

I02 
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I was introduced to "Recitatif" by a black feminist critic, Lula Fragd. Lula 
was certain that Twyla was black; I was equally convinced that she was white; 
most of the readers we summoned to resolve the dispute divided similarly 
along racial lines. By replacing the conventional signifiers of racial differ
ence (such as skin color) with radically relativistic ones (such as who smells 
funny to whom) and by substituting for the racialized body a series of dis
aggregated cultural parts-pink-scalloped socks, tight green slacks, large 
hoop earrings, expertise at playing jacks, a taste for Jimi Hendrix or for 
bottled water and asparagus-the story renders race a contested terrain var
iously mapped from diverse positions in the social landscape. By forcing us 
to construct racial categories from highly ambiguous social cues, "Recitatif" 
elicits and exposes the unarticulated racial codes that operate at the bound
aries of consciousness. To underscore the cultural specificity of these codes, 
Morrison writes into the text a figure of racial undecidability: Maggie, the 
mute kitchen worker at St. Bonaventure, who occasions the text's only men
tion of skin color, an explicitly ambiguous sandy color, and who walks 
through the text with her little kid's hat and her bowed legs "like paren
theses," her silent self a blank parenthesis, a floating signifier ("R" 245). For 
both girls a hated reminder of their unresponsive mothers, Maggie is not 
"raced" to Twyla (that is, she is by default white); to Roberta, she is black. 
The two girls' readings of Maggie become in turn clues for our readings of 
them, readings that emanate similarly from our own cultural locations. 

My own reading derived in part from Roberta's perception of Maggie as 
black; Roberta's more finely discriminating gaze ("she wasn't pitchblack, I 
knew," is all Twyla can summon to defend her assumption that Maggie is 
white) seemed to me to testify to the firsthand knowledge of discrimination 
("R" 259). Similarly, Roberta is skeptical about racial harmony. When she 
and Twyla retrospectively discuss their tense encounter at a Howard John
son's where Twyla was a waitress in the early 1960s, they read the historical 
context differently: '"Oh, Twyla, you know how it was in those days: black
white. You know how everything was.' But I didn't know. I thought it was just 
the opposite. Busloads of blacks and whites came into Howard Johnson's to
gether. They roamed together then: students, musicians, lovers, protesters. 
You got to see everything at Howard Johnson's and blacks were very friendly 
with whites in those days" ("R" 255). In the civil rights movement that Twyla 
sees as a common struggle against racial barriers, Roberta sees the distrust 
of white intervention and the impulse toward a separatist Black Power move
ment: she has the insider's perspective on power and race relations. 

It was a more pervasive asymmetry in authority, however, that secured my 
construction of race in the text, a construction I recount with considerable 
embarrassment for its possible usefulness in fleshing out the impulse within 
contemporary white feminism signaled by the "not just idiosyncratic" con
fession that stands as this section's epigraph. As Gallop both wittily ac-
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knowledges the force of African American women's political critique of white 
academic feminism's seduction by "French men" and, by simply transferring 
the transference, reenacts the process of idealization that unwittingly ob
scures more complex social relations, I singled out the power relations of 
the girls from the broader network of cultural signs. 3 Roberta seemed to me 
consistently the more sophisticated reader of the social scene, the su~ject 
presumed by Twyla to know, the teller of the better (although not necessarily 
more truthful) stories, the adventurer whose casual mention of an appoint
ment with Jimi Hendrix exposes the depths of Twyla's social ignorance 
("'Hendrix? Fantastic,' I said. 'Really fantastic. What's she doing now?"' ["R" 
250]). From the girls' first meeting at St. Bonaventure, Twyla feels vulner
able to Roberta's judgment and perceives Roberta (despite her anxiety about 
their differences) as possessing something she lacks and craves: a more ac
ceptably negligent mother (a sick one rather than a dancing one) and, par
tially as a consequence, a more compelling physical presence that fortifies 
her cultural authority. Twyla is chronically hungry; Roberta seems to her re
plete, a daughter who has been adequately fed and thus can disdain the in
stitutional Spam andjell-0 that Twyla devours as a contrast to the popcorn 
and Yoo-Hoo that had been her customary fare. The difference in maternal 
stature, linked in the text with nurture, structures Twyla's account of visiting 
day at St. Bonaventure. Twyla's mother, smiling and waving "like she was the 
little girl," arrives wearing tight green buttocks-hugging slacks and a ratty 
fur jacket for the chapel service and bringing no food for the lunch that Twyla 
consequently improvises out of fur-covered jelly beans from her Easter bas
ket ("R" 246). "Bigger than any man," Roberta's mother arrives bearing a 
huge cross on her chest, a Bible in the crook of her arm, and a basket of 
chicken, ham, oranges, and chocolate-covered graham crackers ("R" 247). 
In the subsequent Howard Johnson scene that Twyla's retrospective analysis 
links with the frustrations of visiting day ("The wrong food is always with the 
wrong people. Maybe that's why I got into waitress work later-to match up 
the right people with the right food" ["R" 248]) the difference in stature is 
replayed between the two daughters. Roberta, sitting in a booth with "two 
guys smothered in head and facial hair," her own hair "so big and wild I could 
hardly see her face," wearing a "powder-blue halter and shorts outfit and ear
rings the size ofbracelets," rebuffs Twyla, clad in her waitress outfit, her knees 
rather than her midriff showing, her hair in a net, her legs in thick stock
ings and sturdy white shoes ("R" 249). Although the two bodies are never 
directly represented, the power of metonymy generates a contrast between 
the amplitude of the sexualized body and the skimpiness and pallor of the 
socially harnessed body. Twyla's sense of social and physical inadequacy vis
a-vis Roberta, like her representation of her mother's inferiority to Roberta's, 
signaled Twyla's whiteness to me by articulating a white woman's fantasy (my 
own) about black women's potency.4 This fantasy's tenaciousness is indicated 

BLACK WRITING, WHITE READING w5 

by its persistence in the face of contrary evidence. Roberta's mother, the story 
strongly implies, is mentally rather than physically ill, her capacity to nur
ture largely fictional; Roberta, who is never actually represented eating, is 
more lastingly damaged than Twyla by maternal neglect, more vulnerable 
as an adult to its memory, a weakness on which Twyla capitalizes during their 
political conflicts as adults; the tenuousness of the adult _Rob~rta's 0':11 ma
ternal status (she acquires stepchildren, rather than b10log1cal children, 
through her marriage to an older man) may also testify figuratively to a lack 
created by insufficient mothering. 

Pivoting not on skin color, but on size, sexuality, and the imagined capacity 
to nurture and be nurtured, on the construction of embodiedness itself as 
a symptom and source of cultural authority, my reading installs the (racial
ized) body at the center of a text that deliberately withholds conventional 
racial iconography. Even in her reading of this first half of the story, Lula's 
interpretation differed from mine by emphasizing cultural practices more 
historically nuanced than my categorical distinctions in body types, degrees 
of social cool, or modes of mothering. Instead of reading Twyla's body psy
chologically as white, Lula read Twyla's name as culturally black; and she 
placed greater emphasis on Roberta's language in the Howard Johnson 
scene-her primary locution being a decidedly white hippie "Oh, wow"
than on the image of her body gleaned by reading envy in the narrative gaze 
and by assigning racial meaning to such cultural accessories as the Afro, hoop 
earrings, and a passion for Jimi Hendrix that actually circulated indepen
dently ofrace throughout the counterculture of the 1960s; as Lula knew and 
I did not,Jimi Hendrix appealed more to white than to black audiences.5 

Roberta's coldness in this scene-she barely acknowledges her childhood 
friend-becomes, in Lula's reading, a case of straightforward white racism, 
and Twyla's surprise at the rebuff reflects her nai:vite about the power of per
sonal loyalties and social movements to undo racial hierarchies. 

More importantly, however, this scene was not critical for Lula's reading. 
Instead of the historical locus that was salient for me-not coincidentally, I 
believe, since the particular aura of (some) black women for (some) white 
women during the civil rights movement is being recapitulated in contem
porary feminism (as I discuss later)-what was central to her were scenes 
from the less culturally exceptional 1970s, which disclosed the enduring sys
tems ofracism rather than the occasional moments of heightened black cul
tural prestige. In general, Lula focused less on cultural than on economic 
status, and she was less concerned with daughters and their feelings toward 
their mothers than with these daughters' politics after they are mothers. 

When Twyla and Roberta meet in a food emporium twelve years after the 
Howard Johnson scene, Twyla has married a fireman and has one child and 
limited income; Roberta has married an IBM executive and lives in luxury 
in the wealthy part of town with her husband, her four stepchildren, and her 
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Chinese chauffeur. Twyla concludes in a voice of seemingly racial resentment: 
"Everything is so easy for them. They think they own the world" ("R" 252). 
A short time later the women find themselves on opposite sides of a school 
integration struggle in which both their children are faced with bussing: 
Twyla's to the school that Roberta's stepchildren now attend, and Roberta's 
to a school in a less affluent neighborhood. After Twyla challenges Roberta's 
opposition to the bussing, Roberta tries to defuse the conflict: "'Well, it is a 
free country.' 'Not yet, but it will be,"'Twyla responds ("R" 256). Twyla's sup
port ofbussing, and of social change generally, and. Robert~'s s~lf-intereste? 
resistance to them position the women along the bitter racial Imes that spht 
the fraying fabric offeminism in the late 1970s and early i98os.6 

Privileging psychology over politics, my reading disintegrates in the story's 
second half. Lula's reading succeeds more consistently, yet by constructing 
the black woman (in her account, Twyla) as the politically correct but polit
ically naive and morally conventional foil to the more socially adventurous, 
if politically conservative, white woman (Roberta), it problematically racial
izes the moral (op) positions Morrison opens to revaluation in her extended 
(and in many ways parallel) narrative offemale friendship, Sula.7Neither read
ing can account adequately for the text's contradictory lin~is~c. evidence, 
for if Twyla's name is more characteristically black than white, it is perhaps 
best known as the name of a white dancer, Twyla Tharp, whereas Roberta 
shares her last name, Fisk, with a celebrated black (now integrated) univer
sity. The text's heterogeneous inscriptions of race resist a totalizing reading. 

Propelled by this irresolution to suspend my commitment to the inten
tional fallacy, I wrote to Toni Morrison. Her response raised as many ques
tions as it resolved. Morrison explained that her project in this story was to 
substitute class for racial codes in order to drive a wedge between these typ
ically elided categories.8 Both eliciting and foiling our assumption that 
Roberta's middle-class marriage and politics, and Twyla's working-class per
spective, are reliable racial clues, Morrison incorporated details about their 
husbands' occupations that encourage an alternative conclusion. If we are 
familiar (as I was not) with IBM's efforts to recruit black executives and with 
the racial exclusiveness of the firemen's union in upstate New York, where 
the story is set, we read Roberta as middle-class black and Twyla as working
class white. Roberta's resistance to bussing, then, is based on class rather than 
racial loyalties: she doesn't want her (middle-class black) stepchildren 
bussed to a school in a (white) working-class neighborhood; Twyla, con
versely, wants her (white) working-class child bussed to a middle-class s~hool 
(regardless of that school's racial composition). What we hear, from this p~r
spective, in Twyla's envy of Roberta, "Everything is so easy for them," and I~ 
her challenge to the status quo-it's not a free country, "but it will be"-1s 
class rather than (or perhaps compounded by) racial resentment, the adult 
economic counterpart to Twyla's childhood fantasy of Roberta's plenitude. 
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By underscoring the class-based evidence for reading Twyla as white, Mor
rison confirms at once my own conclusion and its fantasmatic basis. Morri
son's weighting of social detail, her insistence on the intersections, however 
constructed, between race and class, are more closely aligned with Lula's po
litical perspective than with my psychological reading, fueled by racially spe
cific investments that the text deliberately solicits and exposes. By both invit
ing and challenging racialized readings that are either "right" for the 
"wrong" reasons or "wrong" for the "right" ones, "Recitatif" focuses some 
questions to address to the massive, asymmetrical crossing of racial bound
aries in recent feminist criticism. If white feminist readings of black women's 
texts disclose white critical fantasies, what (if any) value do these readings 
have-and for whom?9 How do white women's readings of black women's 
biological bodies inform our readings of black women's textual bodies? How 
do different critical discourses both inflect and inscribe racial fantasies? What 
rhetorical strategies do these discourses produce, and (how) do these strate
gies bear on the value of the readings they ostensibly legitimate? 

Black feminists have debated the politics and potential of white feminists' 
critical intervention, but they have not compared or critiqued specific read
ing strategies, which is perhaps more properly a task of white self-criticism.10 
This essay attempts to contribute to this task by examining signal moments, 
across a range of discourses, in the white critical texts emerging with such 
volume and intensity within contemporary feminism. By "contemporary" I 
mean since 1985, a watershed year that marked the simultaneous emergence 
of what has been called postfeminism and, not coincidentally, of pervasive 
white feminist attention to texts by women of color. 11 This new attentiveness 
was overdetermined: by the sheer brilliance and power of this writing and 
its escalating status in the literary marketplace and, consequently, the acad
emy; by white feminist restlessness with an already well-mined white female 
literary tradition; and by the internal logic of white feminism's trajectory 
through theoretical discourses that, by evacuating the referent from the sig
nifier's play, fostered a turn to text5 that reassert the authority of experience, 
that reinstate political agency, and that rearticulate the body and its passions. 
The end of the most confident and ethnocentric period of the second wave 
(roughly 1970-1985) has interestingly collapsed postfeminism and prefem
inism as the ideological frameworks in which white women turn to black 
women to articulate a politics and to embody a discursive authority that are 
either lost or not yet found. Like Frances D. Gage's perception of Sojourner 
Truth rescuing the faltering i851 Women's Rights conference in Akron 
through the power of her physical presence and resounding question, "A'n't 
I a woman?" which took "us up in her strong arms and carried us safely over 
the slough of difficulty turning the whole tide in our favor"; or, in one of the 
generative contexts for the second wave offeminism, like Jane Stembridge's 
discovery of a miraculously unashamed mode of female speech in Fanny Lou 
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Hamer's proud bearing and voice at a 1964 SNCC rally-"Mrs. Hamer ... 
knows that she is good .... If she didn't know that ... she wouldn't stand 
there, with her head back and sing! She couldn't speak the way that she speaks 
and the way she speaks is this: she announces. I do not announce. I apolo
gize"; the postfeminist turn to black women novelists enacts an anxious trans
ference onto black women's speech. 12 

As Valerie Smith has eloquently argued, the attempt to rematerialize an 
attenuated white feminism by routing it through black women's texts re
produces in the textual realm white women's historical relation to the black 
female bodies that have nurtured them. 13 This relation unfolds along a spec
trum of materiality. More complex than its prefeminist analogue, contem
porary white feminism invokes black women's texts not only to relegitimate 
the feminist agenda called into question by poststructuralism but also, para
doxically, to relegitimate poststructuralism by finding its prefiguration in 
black women's texts. Yet whether as a corrective difference or a confirming 
similarity, as a sanction for a renewed or a resuspended referentiality, black 
women writers are enlisted to bestow a cultural authority that derives in part 
from their enforced experience of embodiment. 

To attempt to do justice to the spectrum of white feminist approaches, I 
focus on three case studies that, although far from exhaustive, nevertheless 
offer a range of influential discourses: deconstruction, psychoanalysis, and 
cultural criticism. This sequence traces a trajectory from a strategy that seems 
able to escape my own fantasmatic production of an embodied Other to one 
that unexpectedly reproduces it. In the end, I turn to the conclusion of 
"Recitatif" to reopen the question of reading and race. 

2 

The nonblack feminist critic/theorist who honestly engages his or her 
own autobiographical implication in a brutal past is likely to provide 
nuances such as that of the black feminist critic. What, however, are the 
preconditions and precautions for the non black feminist critic/theorist 
who dares to undertake such a project? 

-MAE G. HENDERSON, RESPONSE TO HOUSTON A. BAKER JR., 

"THERE IS NO MORE BEAUTIFUL WAY" 

Through the exchanges between Derrida and Lacan, we have become fa
miliar with the debate between deconstruction and psychoanalysis over the 
discursive construction of subjectivity. Recent work by two prominent white 
feminist theorists, Barbara Johnson and Margaret Homans, suggests how this 
debate plays out in the related question of the discursive construction of race: 
a question especially urgent for critics reading and writing across racial lines. 

Because it directly poses the question of the white reader's relation to the 
African American text and because it has widely influenced readings of Zora 

BLACK WRITING, WHITE READING 

Neale Hurston in particular, and of race in general, "Thresholds of Differ
ence: Structures of Address in Zora Neale Hurston" is an apt focus for a study 
of Barbara Johnson's textual strategies.14 "Thresholds" mounts an enor
mously complex and brilliant critique of the belief in essential racial differ
ences that for Johnson is the substance of racism. (Arguing that black 
representations of a black essence always operate within a "specific inter
locutionary situation" and are "matters of strategy rather than truth," John
son brackets the question of a possible black belief in, or desire for belief in, 
a black identity [''T" 285]). Through a reading of three Hurston texts-"How 
It Feels to Be Colored Me" (1928); "What White Publishers Won't Print" 
(1950); and MufRs and Men (1935)-Johnson maps the interlocutionary sit
uations that generate Hurston's ambiguous and contradictory representa
tions of racial identity and difference. Rather than being a constant, color 
(which figures race for both Hurston and Johnson) varies with positions in 
discursive exchanges whose subversion of the difference between inside and 
outside, self and other, is detailed in Johnson's reading of Hurston's com
plex relation as a northern anthropologist to the southern black communi
ties whose folklore (or "lies") she represents in MufRs and Men. By anticipat
ing and legitimating the project of dereferentializing race and by relocating 
differences between the races as internal differences (as in her celebrated 
figure of resemblances among the heterogeneous contents of differently col
ored bags), Hurston-or the Hurston represented by these particular texts
is a deconstructive critic's dream. 15 

In the body of the essay, Johnson and Hurston seem to speak in a single 
voice, but the two voices occasionally diverge, and through their divergence 
the essay interrogates the politics of interracial reading. Paralleling the "mul
tilayered envelope of address" with which Hurston frames the folktales of 
MufRs and Men, Johnson frames her own readings with an analysis of her po
sition as a "white deconstructor" interpreting a "black novelist and anthro
pologist" ( "T" 278). As her language indicates, the frame deploys the rhetoric 
of racial essences the rest of the essay deconstructs. In addressing (as does 
Hurston's frame) the politics of a discourse on race, the frame also demon
strates their effects: the interlocutory situation of a white reading of a black 
text demands some acknowledgment of racial differences. The essay thus 
deploys a schizophrenic discourse, split between a first-person discourse on 
the politics of discourse across race and a third-person discourse on the dis
cursive (de)construction of race. The discursive position ofa "white decon
structor" of race is self-different, embracing both the assertion and the de
construction of difference, positions that the text constructs as white and 
black, respectively. 

These positions, however, are themselves unstable. Through what becomes 
an excess of politicized rhetoric in the frame, read retrospectively against 
the text's interior, the differences between outside and inside, first person 
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and third person, white and black, collapse and with them the tension be
tween politics and deconstruction. If the questioning of motive and audi
ence in the frame's opening paragraph are to be taken straight, the response 
the next paragraph offers is far more problematic: "It was as though I were 
asking her [Hurston] for answers to questions I did not even know I was un
a?le to fo~mulate. I had a lot to learn, then, from Hurston's way of dealing 
with multiple agendas and heterogeneous implied readers" ("T" 278). The 
deference to Hurston seems as disingenuous as Hurston's comparably lo
cated and requisite expressions of gratitude to her white patron, Mrs. Os
good Mason; for as much as Johnson has to learn from Hurston about strate
gic discursive constructions of race, she has little to learn from her about 
strategies of discourse generally; far from a humble student or innocent 
readerwith no anterior agendas of her own, she constitutes Hurston as much 
in her own deconstructive image as she is herself reconstituted by Hurston 's 
texts.

16
Yet read in the context of Johnson's reading of Muks and Men, the 

dissembling rhetoric of the frame becomes a deliberate imitation of Hurs
ton 's imitation of the strategy of "lying" that she learns from the Eatonville 
residents who, weary of white folks prying into their ways, set verbal "'toy[s]'" 
"'outside the door[s] '"of their minds to distract and deceive their white in
vestigators ( "T" 286). If, as Johnson argues, "it is impossible to tell whether 
Hurston the narrator is describing a strategy [oflying] or employing one" since 
"Hurston's very ability to fool us-or to fool us into thinking we have been 
fooled-is itself the only effective way of conveying the rhetoric of the 'lie,'" 
Johnson's ability to fool us functions analogously as a rhetorical tool that, 
once we have understood its calculated impact, transports us along with both 
Hurston and Johnson from the outside to the inside of Eatonville's discur
sive universe ("T" 286, 289). 

The fluidity of this boundary transgression, however, conceals an impor
tant difference between Hurston crossing the boundaries between subject 
and object, North and South, literate and oral communities, and Johnson 
or her white readers crossing a racial boundary. In the course of Johnson's 
essay, a discourse on positionality comes to displace, as well as to produce, a 
discourse on race. As the frame slides into the interior, the questions it raises 
disappear. There is no further problem about a white deconstructor writing 
about, or writing as, a black novelist and anthropologist, since position has 
come to stand for race. This erasure of conflict is clear when the frame briefly 
returns at the end, merging Johnson's and Hurston 's voices in the single 
conclusion that "the terms 'black' and 'white,' 'inside' and 'outside,' continue 
to matter" only as diversely inhabited and mutually constitutive positions on 
a signifying chain ( "T" 289). By dislocating race from historically accreted 
differences in power, Johnson's deconstructive reading dovetails with Hurs
ton's libertarian politics.17 
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In contrast,Johnson's feminist politics in her discourse on gender enforce 
a distinction, political rather than metaphysical, between the positions in
habited by men and women: 'Jacques Derrida may sometimes see himself 
as philosophically positioned as a woman, but he is not politically positioned 
as a woman. Being positioned as a woman is not something that is entirely 
voluntary." The shift from gender to race in the next sentence-"Or, to put 
it another way, if you tell a member of the Ku Klux Klan that racism is a 
repression of self-difference, you are likely to learn a thing or two about 
repression "-places the white deconstructor in a position of vulnerability 
akin to (rather than politically distinct from) the black person's position, by
passing the racial anal~gy to th~ ~roblematic masculine (e~1:1ate~ t~ ~hite) 
assumption of a figuratively femmme (equated to black) pos1t10n. Similarly, 
Johnson distinguishes more firmly between the figurative and the literal in 
relation to gender than to race: "the revaluation of the figure of the woman 
by a male author cannot substitute for the actual participation of women in 
the literary conversation. Mallarme may be able to speak from the place of 
the silenced woman, but as long as he is occupying it, the silence that is 
broken in theory is maintained in reality."19 Johnson's relentlessly decon
structive discourse on race subverts the equivalent gestures that would sub
ject her own role as a white deconstructor to her critique of masculine 
deconstructions of gender. This difference within her practice of decon
struction, the undoing of a counterpart for race to the feminist resistance 
to deconstruction, facilitates the project of writing across race. The inter
locutory situation that requires the white critic to acknowledge racial 
difference also requires her to dissolve the tension between literal and fig
urative, political and philosophical, voluntary and involuntary modes of 
sameness and difference. 

Johnson's essay first appeared in the 1985 special issue of Critical Inquiry 
entitled '"Race,' Writing, and Difference," edited by Henry Louis Gates Jr., 
whose position on the figurative status of race is signaled by the quotation 
marks with which he encloses the word; Johnson's essay conforms clearly to 
that volume's ideology. Gates has been criticized for the politics of his de
construction of race, and some of the most passionate criticism has been 
launched by black feminists. Aligning herself with these criti:s, Margar~t 
Homans argues compellingly in her essay in this volume, '"Racial Composi
tion': Metaphor and the Body in the Writing of Race," that Gates's, ~n~ thus 
by extension Johnson's, deliteralization ofrace is effectively a mascuhn~st ~o
sition. 2o The difference between Johnson and Homans derives to a s1gmfi
cant degree from the shift from deconstruction to psychoanalysis and the 
consequent shift from the inside-outside opposition privileged by decon
struction to that between body and language, or the literal and the figura
tive, which psychoanalysis genders oppositely from deconstruction. Whereas 
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for Johnson, playing primarily off Derrida, figuration enacts an emanci _ 
fi . . d' 1 pa 

tory emmme isp acemen t of phallogocen tric reference for Homans 1 
. . ' , pay
mg off ~acan and Chodorow, figurat10n enacts a masculine displacement of 
the specifically female (maternal) body whose exclusion founds the symb l' 

' Wh 0 IC 
register. ereas f?r Johnson the figurativeness of race is enabling for all 
races, ~or Homans It enables only men, since women across race accede to 
figuration only by devaluing the femaleness that is culturally conflated with 
~h: body. ~aradoxically, however, both positions serve to legitimate white fem
m1~t readmgs of black women's texts: privileging the figurative enables the 
white ~eader to achieve figurative blackness; privileging the literal enables 
the w?1te woman re.ader to forge a gender alliance that outweighs (without 
negatmg) both racial differences within gender and racial alliances across 
gender. 

'"~cial Com_~o~ition "' takes as one of its starting points the debate on 
black literary cnt1Cism carried out in four texts in a 1987 issue of New Liter
ary History: the original essay by Joyce A. Joyce, "The Black Canon: Recon
structing Black American Literary Criticism," criticizing the deliteralization 
of race in Gates and Houston A. Baker Jr.; the responses by Gates and Baker; 
andJ~yce's .response to them.21 Building on her premises that "the position 
Gates mhented from poststructuralism identifies and celebrates the abstract 
as masculine and devalues embodiment as female" and that Gates "substituted 
i~ the u~desi~able position of the referent or ground from which languag~ 
d1fferen.t1ates itself, female for black," Homans deftly teases out a gendered 
subtext m the exchange ("RC" 3-4).22 In Joyce's critique of the assimilation 
of black literary criticism to the elite discourse of poststructuralism that 
throug.h its esoter!c tern_iinology and representation of race as a metapho;, 
s~~ers its connections with the black reading community, with literary tra
d1t10ns rooted in the lived experience of black people, and with the con
crete, sensuous features of black literary language, Homans sees a defense 
of the "body that is troped as female in the post-structuralist theory Gates 
uses and whose absence that theory requires" ("RC" 7). In the high-handed 
and patronizing responses by Gates and Baker, she uncovers these critics' 
sexua~ized self-representations as the saviors of a feminized black literary 
body m danger of a retrograde sensualization at the hands of black femi
nists. Homans then proceeds, via an analysis of the more egalitarian tone 
and term~ of the debate on essentialism within black feminism, to a power
ful ~nalys1~ of the rhetoric of critical scenes in narratives by Alice Walker, 
~om Mornson, a~d Maya Angelou, where the tension between (relatively) 
hteral and figurative language constitutes the "rhetorical form in which the 
debate ~ver racial and gendered 'essence' was worked out. The use or rep
r~sentat1~n ~fa relatively literal language corresponds to and puts into prac
tice a behef m the embodiedness of race and of gender ... while the view 
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that race is figurative coincides with and is perfo~med as a celebr~~i~.n o~ 
language as figuration and a tendency to u_se c?~sp1cuou~ metaph_ors ( RC 
S)· While insisting on the necessity ofmamtammg, at.d1ff~rent ~1m~s, both 
positions, Homans calls attention to black w~men wnters :ontmumg and 
complex commitment to the body and to the hteral, a commitment that con
trasts in both its substance and its ambivalence with Gates's and Baker's un
equivocal endorsement of the figurative and that reiterates, within a differ
ent context, Homans's own perspective in Bearing the Word. 23 As Johnson 
extends and reauthorizes deconstruction through Hurston, Homans extends 
and reauthorizes, primarily through Walker, a revaluation of the literal. 

Like Johnson, Homans frames her argument by positioning herself in re
lation to black women's texts. Both frames incorporate acknowledgments of 
racial difference; but whereas Johnson becomes, in the course of her argu
ment, figuratively black, Homans becomes more emphatically whit~: "N~i
ther literally nor figuratively a black feminist, then (no~ even fi!;{urat1ve~y l~t
erally), I am obliged-if I am to choose from the options av~Ilable w_ithm 
the debate I discuss-to follow bell hooks' 1989 recommendation and iden
tify my perspective as that of a white feminist" ("RC" 38). Hom~ns's _feminist 
critique of the overvaluation of the figurative demands that, m direct op
position to Johnson, she affirm the literalness of (at least her own) race. 

This is a necessary conclusion, in the context of Homans's argument, 
and also a brave and a problematic one. By embodying her own whiten~ss, 
Homans contests the racialization that coexists with the more overt gendenng 
of the symbolic register. In a white feminist counterpart to G_ates:s strate?Y 
of making blackness figurative and figuration black ("figura~1on is the ~ug
ger's occupation"), Homans insistently pinions (~emale) wh1t~ness. t~ hter
ality, resisting through a different route the dommant culture s spht~ng .of 
a white symbolic realm from a black materiality. 24 Hom~ns ~firms sohdar~ty 

with black women by asserting a literal difference that is ultimately o~ernd
den by the sameness ofliterality: by the shared association wi~ embodu:rient. 

More problematically, however, literalizing whiteness logically entails re
literalizing blackness as well, and an argument for the literal~ess ofrace (or 
sex) can be safely made only from the position of the subordmat~d race (or 
sex), which can define and revalue its own distinctiveness. ~~eaking for the 
literal from a position of dominance risks reinscribing the_ pos1uon of the dom
inated. Homans's position on figuration leads her to an 1mpas_se: as a woman 
she can't ally herself with a (masculine) position on the figura~ven~ss of r~ce; 
as a white woman she can't ally herself with black women wnters (ambiva
lent) adherence to the embodiedness of race without potentially repr~duc
ing the structure of dominance she wants to s~bvert. 1:here are as senous, 
although very different, problems with revalumg the hteralness of race as 
with asserting its figurativeness. 
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I began to wonder whether there was any position from which a white 
middle-class feminist could say anything on the subject [ofrace] without 
sounding exactly like [a white middle-class feminist] .... The rhetorical 
predictability of it all. The political corre~tness .... In which case it might 
be better not to say anything. 

-NANCY K. MILLER, "CRITICIZING FP'.MINIST CRITICISM" 

Different as are their consequences for the reading of race, deconstruction 
and psychoanalysis are both subjectivist critical ideologies that mandate a 
high degree of self-reflexiveness. Materialist feminisms, in contrast, which 
have always had priority within black feminist discourse, emphasize the po
litical objectives (and objectivity) of the reading over the question of posi
tionality.25Designed to disclose systematically (and ultimately to change) the 
intersecting axes of race, class, gender, and sexuality through which women 
are multiply and differentially oppressed, materialist feminisms, both black 
and white, have de-emphasized the reader's racial location. White readers 
within this discourse have paid only perfunctory (if any) attention to the 
problem of their own positionality, and black materialists have generally been 
hospitable to white women's readings of black texts. 25 It is not coincidental 
that Valerie Smith, who insists on the materialist orientation of black femi
nist theory, also redefines this theory to "refer not only to theory written (or 
practiced) by black feminists, but also to a way of reading inscriptions of race 
(particularly but not exclusively blackness), gender (particularly but not ex
clusively womanhood), and class in modes of cultural expression"; or that 
Hazel Carby, writing within the discourse of cultural studies, has become one 
of the most resolutely antiessentialist and politically exacting black feminist 
voices, calling into question simultaneously the presumption of interracial 
sisterhood and the presumption of seamless continuity between racial ex
perience, discourse, and interpretation.27 The de-essentialization of race 
among black feminists (in contrast to both white feminists and male Afro
Americanists) has occurred primarily through the intervention of material 
rather than textual differences and under the aegis of Marxism and cultural 
studies rather than deconstruction. 

Materialist feminism would appear to be the approach through which 
white critics could write about black women's texts with the least self
consciousness about racial difference and perhaps with the least difference. 
Yet white investments in some form of black cultural or social specificity, in
vestments exempted from analysis under the banner of an interracial socialist 
feminist sisterhood, tend to intervene in white readings of black texts, sub
stituting racial for class specificity rather than disrupting each with the other. 
Racial differences are visibly played out in the critical response to The Color 
Purple. Both black and white feminists from diverse critical schools have eel-
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ebrated the text's subversive stance toward the narrative and rhetorical con
ventions of epistolary, sentimental, and realist fiction and toward the sexual, 
domestic, and spiritual institutions of patriarchy. 28 But among materialist fem
inists, race has made a difference in the assessment of the novel's politics. 
For example, bell hooks criticizes the novel for isolating individual quests 
and transformative private relationships from collective political effort, for 
celebrating the "ethics of a narcissistic new-age spirituality wherein economic 
prosperity indicates that one is chosen," and for breaking with the revolu
tionary impulse of the African American literary tradition epitomized by the 
slave narrative; Cora Kaplan, in an essay entitled "Keeping the Color in The 
Color Purpk," defends the novel from accusations of bourgeois liberalism by 
British socialists who, she feels, have "bleached" the text into "an uncon
tentious, sentimental, harmless piece of international libertarianism" by fail
ing to understand its relation to "a specifically racial set of discourses about 
the family and femininity." Kaplan revalues the novel through a black cul
tural context that hooks claims the novel has repudiated. 29 And whereas Hazel 
Carby criticizes the critics who, through their celebration of The Color Purpk 
(and its line of descent from Their Eyes Were Watching God), indulge in a ro
mantic vision of rural black culture that enables them to avoid confronting 
the complex social crises in the urban black community, Susan Willis praises 
the novel for contesting industrial capitalism by resurrecting the homestead 
and cottage industry.30 The representation of black social relations as utopian 
alternatives to industrial capitalism or to patriarchal nationalism has ap
pealed more to white than to black materialist feminists. 31 

This appeal and its problems surface clearly in the work of Willis, who 
deserves special attention as the only white feminist author of a book on 
black women novelists and of an essay in Cheryl A. Wall's recent anthology 
of black feminist criticism, Changi,ng Our Own Words (1989).32 In Specifying: 
Black Women Writing the American Experience (1987), Willis maps the ways that 
twentieth-century black women novelists record through their narrative 
strategies and subjects the shift from a southern agrarian to a northern in
dustrial economy. Suffused with nostalgia for an agrarian culture that in 
Willis's opinion supported a "noncommodified relationship" between an au
thor, her language, and her audience, the book insists that "one of the ma
jor problems facing black writers today is how to preserve the black cultural 
heritage in the face of the homogenizing function of bourgeois society."33 

This romanticization of "the" black cultural heritage, whose truth resides in 
an uncontaminated past to which these novels' protagonists repeatedly re
turn, becomes apparent through the contrast between Willis's study and Hazel 
Carby's Reconstructing Womanhood: The Emergence of the Afro-American Woman 
Novelist, published the same year, which situates nineteenth-century black 
women's cultural discourses in relation to hegemonic ideologies.34 However, 
in her essay "I Shop Therefore I Am: Is There a Place for Afro-American 
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Culture in Commodity Culture?" Willis begins to engage this relation by shift
ing. from a strict economic reading of a discrete literary tradition to a more 
variegated account of African American participation in the cultural arena 
~roduc~~ ~y comm?dity capitalism. The essay, more than the book, posi
t10ns Wilhs m.a relat10n to Fredric Jameson analogous to that between John
son and Dernda, and even more to that between Homans and Lacan, since 
Willis, like Homans, prioritizes what is unincorporated by a master system. 
"I Shop Therefore I Am" opens up the third term that Jameson brackets in 
"Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture," the term representing the possi
bility of "authentic cultural production" by marginal social groups that in
habit a position outside the dialectic of high culture and mass culture. More 
committed than Jameson to criticizing mass culture from a position of es
tr~n?ement t~at_ tends in her work to devolve into a place of authenticity, 
Wilhs both raciahzes and genders a cultural exterior, relinquishing black men 
to an ambiguous dance of subversion and assimilation with mass culture while 
retaining black women as unambivalent voices of resistance.35 

Willis answers her central question-whether it is possible for African 
Americans to participate in commodity culture without being assimilated to 
it-in gendered terms. The essay plays Toni Morrison, whose Claudia in The 
Bluest Eye represents for Willis "the radical potential inherent in the position 
of being 'other' to dominant society" by repudiating the white-dominated 
culture industry epitomized by a Shirley Temple doll, against Michael Jack
son, who "states himself as a commodity" through the vertiginous display 
of self-transformations and imitations that undo the possibility of authen
ticity ("I" i 74, 187). "Moonwalker suggests a split between contemporary black 
women's fiction, which strives to create images of social wholeness based on 
the rejection of commodity capitalism, and what seems to be a black male 
position which sees the commodity as something that can be played with and 
eajoyed or subverted" ("I" 195). Although Willis reluctantly admits the sub
versive possibilities of parody, represented in her essay by Jackson and by the 
bl~ck film and art critic Kobena Mercer, who argues that commodity culture 
heightens the radical potential of artifice, she clearly prefers the authentic
ity represented for her by Morrison and Walker, with whom the essay begins 
and _ends. This preference incurs two penalties. First, Willis's analytical in
ventiveness and subtlety are most impressively released by untangling the con
tradictions of mass cultural figures: Michael Jackson and his conservative an
ti type Mickey Mouse, on whose genealogical descent from the tradition of 
black minstrelsy she brilliantly speculates in an epilogue to a slightly differ
ent version ?f.this ~ssay that was published in New Formations. The utopian 
pressure~ Wilhs levies on black women writers, by contrast, simplifies her in
terpretat10n. Moreover, by pitting black women novelists against black male 
cultural critics and performers, Willis sidesteps an encounter with the black 
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feminist critics who have endorsed the position she characterizes as "black 
male." Although there is more of an encounter with black feminist criticism 
in the essay, where Willis acknowledges her differences from Carby, for ex
ample, but doesn't theorize them, than in the book, ~here _she lists ~lac~ 
feminists in a general bibliography rather than engagmg with them md1-
vidually, Willis still doesn't interrogate what fuels her own investment in black 
women writers' representation of "social wholeness," "the autonomous sub-

f h . ,, ("I" 7 ) 36 ject " and "fullness o . . . umamty 195, 1 4 · 
The essay, however, does offer clues. In contrast to Homans, who invokes 

black women's representations of alliances with white women to underscore 
the prospects of reciprocity and commonality, Wi~lis e~lists black wome~'s 
representations of white women to suggest womens socially constructed dif
ferences. In The Bluest Eye's characterization of "frozen faced white baby ~~lls" 
and in Meridian's account of the mummified white female body exh1b1ted 
for profit by her husband, Willis finds images of the reification white wo.m~n 
suffer through immersion (both longer and deeper than black womens) m 
the culture of commodities. Haunting the white female consumer's version 
of the cogito, "I shop therefore I am" (parody is apparently~ strat~gy a~ail
able to white feminists if not to black), the specter of the selfs mortificat10n 
as commodity drives the commitment to the difference of black women's 
texts as the title of the other version of this essay indicates: "I Want the Black 
One; Is There a Place for Afro-American Culture in Commodity Culture?" 
Overtly, this title replaces the voice of the white female consumer wh~se iden
tity is shopping with the voice of the black fe~ale con~u~er ma~upulated 
into buying black replicants of white commodities, Chnst1e dolls mstead of 
Barbi es. Yet the overdetermined referent of the first-person pronoun betrays 
as well (and this is presumably why this title was not used for the version of 
this essay in Wall's anthology) the desire of the white feminist c~itic w~o also 
wants "the black one"-the text that promises resistance and mtegnty, the 
utopian supplement to her own "deconstruction of commodities. "~7 White 
feminists like the frozen or mummified white women represented m some 
black wo:Uen's texts, seem in Willis's discourse to be corpses finding politi-
cal energy through the corpus of black women. . 

Willis's essay brings us back, through a different rou_te, t? my readmg of 
Roberta as a site of authority and plenitude figured as a vital, mtegrated body. 
In contrast to Johnson and Homans, who locate bl~ck a~d w?it~ ~omen. o~ 
the same (although opposite) sides of the symbolic reg.ist~r s. d1V1de, Wi~hs 
and I operate from a model of difference rather ~han si~Ila:ity. The cla~m 
for sameness is enabled by, and in turn reauthonzes, behef m a subversive 
feminine position in language (whether the subversion ope~ates thr?ugh fi?
uration or literality); the argument for an idealized (biological, sonal, o: ht
erary) difference is fueled by the perception of an increasingly compromised 
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white feminist s~cial position drained by success of oppositionality. But 
whethe_r argued m ~erms of.sameness or of difference, or in terms of the 
symbolic or the social domams, these theorizations of reading acros 

. . s race are marked by white desires. 

4 

The first thing you do is to forget that i'm Black. Second, you must never 
forget that i'm Black. 

-PAT PARKER, "FOR THE WHITE PERSON WHO WANTS 

TO KNOW HOW TO BE MY FRIEND" 

How, then, should we evaluate this critical undertaking? The question in
c~rporates two com~l.exly inte~woven ones, a hermeneutic question about 
d1:fere~1Ce and a pol_1t1cal quest10_n about legitimacy, that I wish to (re)open 
bnefly m my conclus10n by returnmg to my starting point: reading "Recitatif." 

To produc_e an allegor~ about reading and race, I omitted aspects of the 
story-most importantly, Its own conclusion-that complicate the division 
betwee~ the characters and, consequently, between their readers. "Recitatif" 
ends with para~lel recognitions by Twyla and Roberta that each perceived 
the mute Maggie as her own unresponsive, rejecting mother and therefore 
hated and wanted to harm her. After dramatizing the differences produced 
by race ~nd cl_ass, the s~ory concludes with the shared experience of aban
doned ht~e girls who, m some strange twist of the oedipal story, discover 
that ~.h~,Y k1lle~8 (wanted to kill)'. as well as loved (wanted to love), their moth
ers ( R 261). Sameness coexists with difference, psychology with politics. 
Race enforces no absolute distinctions between either characters or read
ers, _all ~;whom occu_py di~erse subject positions, some shared, some anti
thetical. By concludmg with a psychological narrative that crosses differ
:nce~ (i~~eed, wi_th a vari~nt of the universalizing psychological narrative), 
Rec1tat1f complicates, without canceling, both its narrative of difference 

and the differences in reading that this narrative provokes. 

~ce enters complexly into feminist reading. The three case studies ex
~~med in this essay indicate certain pervasive tendencies among white fem
mists, who o~ten read black w~men's texts through critical lenses that filter 
out the texts embeddedness m black political and cultural traditions and 
th~t foreground instead their relation to the agendas of white feminism, 
whICh the texts alter, or prefigure, but ultimately reconfirm. For despite Jane 
Gallop's account of the displacement of French men by African American 
~omen as figures of authority for w?ite feminists, the discourses produced 
. Y Fren_ch (and German and Amencan) men continue to shape the read
mg h~b1ts ~f white fe~inists, who are usually better trained in literary theory 
than m Afncan Amencan cultural studies. There has been little in white fem-
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inism comparable to the detailed reconstructions of black women's literary 
traditions produced by Barbara Christian, Mary Helen Washington, Debo
rah E. McDowell, Gloria T. Hull, Nellie Y McKay, or Margaret B. Wilkerson; 
or to the mapping of this literature's social and discursive contexts produced 
by Hazel Carby, Barbara Smith, Valerie Smith, bell hooks, Michele Wallace, 
Audre Lorde, or Junejordan.40 Instead, we have tended to focus our read
ings on the "celebrity" texts-preeminently those by_ Hurs~on, Walker, and 
Morrison-rather than on "thick" descriptions of discursive contexts and 
have typically written articles or chapters (rather than books) representing 
black women's texts as literary and social paradigms for white readers and 
writers. In these texts we have found alternative family structures, narrative 
strategies, and constructions of subjectivity: alternative, that is, to the cul
tural practices of white patriarchy, with which literature by white women has 
come to seem uncomfortably complicit. 41 The implied audience for this crit
ical venture has been white. 

The critical picture is not, however, entirely black and white. As the work 
of Hortense J. Spillers demonstrates especially well, black feminists draw 
from, as well as criticize, a range of "high" theoretical discourses, including 
the psychoanalytic discourses that have functioned more prominently within 
white feminism.42 Moreover, as Deborah E. McDowell has powerfully argued, 
white feminist tendencies to construct black feminism as a "high" theory's 
political "Other" reinscribe, rather than rework, the theory-versus-politics 
opposition.43White feminist criticism is itself fractured by class and genera
tional differences that partially undo the racial divide. As-yet unpublished 
essays, particularly those by a new and differently educated generation of 
graduate students, and essays that are published l~ss ~sibly than t~?se ana
lyzed in this paper, more closely approximate the h1stoncal and poht1cal con
cerns of black feminist criticism. Yet however interwoven with and ruptured 
by other differences, race remains a salient source of the fantasies and alle-
giances that shape our ways of reading. . . 

Difference, however, paradoxically increases the value of crossmg racial 
boundaries in reading. Our inability to avoid inscribing racially inflected in
vestments and agendas limits white feminism's capacity either to imperson
ate black feminism, and potentially to render it expendable, or to counter 
its specific credibility. More important, white feminist readings contrib~te, 
however inadvertently, to a project many black feminists endorse: the racial
ization of whiteness.44 As masculinity takes shape in part through its con
structions of femininity, whiteness-that elusive color that seems n?t ~o ~e 
one-gains materiality through the desires and fantasies played out m it_s m
terpretations of blackness, interpretations that, by making the unconsc10u_s 
conscious, supplement articulated ideologies of whiteness with less ~ccess1-
ble assumptions. Reading black women's texts, and reading our readmgs of 
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them, is one (although certainly not the only) strategy for changing our ha
bitual perception that "race is always an issue of Otherness that is not white: 
it is black, brown, yellow, red, purple even. "45 

Articulating the whiteness implied through the construction of blackness 
approaches, through a different route, the goal of Toni Morrison's recent 
critical project: "to avert the critical gaze from the racial object to the racial 
subject; from the described and imagined to the describers and imaginers; 
from the serving to the served."46 There is a significant political difference, 
of course, between Morrison analyzing European American texts and white 
feminist theorists staking critical claims to the African American texts that 
constitute a privileged and endangered terrain of black feminist inquiry.47 
The risks of this intervention have been circumscribed, however, by the ef
fectiveness of black feminists in establishing the authority of their own po
sitions and by the failure of "high" theory to secure unproblematic ground
ing for white feminists by either resolving or displacing the politics of 
reading and race. Ifwe produce our readings cautiously and locate them in 
a self-conscious and self-critical relation to black feminist criticism, these risks, 
I hope, would be counterbalanced by the benefits of broadening the spec
trum of interpretation, illuminating the social determinants ofreading, and 
deepening our recognition of our racial selves and the "others" we fantas
matically construct-and thereby expanding the possibilities of dialogue 
across as well as about racial boundaries. 

NOTES 

"Black Writing, White Reading: Race and the Politics of Feminist Interpretation" 
was originally published in Critical Inquiry 19 (spring 1993): 470-98. University of 
Chicago Press. Reprinted by permission of the University of Chicago Press. 

1. Toni Morrison, "Recitatif," in Confirmation: An Anthology of African American 
Women, ed. Amiri Baraka (LeRoiJones) and Amina Baraka (New York: Quill, 1983), 
243, hereafter abbreviated "R." I am deeply indebted to Lula Fragd for bringing this 
story to my attention and to Toni Morrison for generously discussing it with me. I 
am also very grateful to Margaret Homans for sharing with me an early draft of '"Racial 
Composition': Metaphor and Body in the Writing of Race," which became central to 
my thinking on writing and race; and to Janet Adelman,John Bishop, Mitchell Breit
wieser, Carolyn Dinshaw, Catherine Gallagher, Anne Goldman, Crystal Gromer, Dori 
Hale, Saidiya Hartman, Marianne Hirsch, Tania Modleski, Helene Moglen, Michael 
Rogin, Dianne Sadoff, Susan Schweik, Valerie Smith, Hortense Spillers, and Jean 
Wyatt for their helpful comments on this essay. 

2. The intervention of white men in relationships between black and white women 
is repeatedly represented in slave narratives, best epitomized perhaps by Harriet A. 
Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl: Written &y Herself (1861; reprint, ed. and with 
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introduction by Jean Fagan Yellin, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987); the 
intervention of white women in black heterosexual relationships is most fully explored 
in the civil rights fiction typified by Alice Walker, Meridian (New York: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1976). For a study of American literary representations of the relation
ships between black and white women in the nineteenth-century South, see Minrose 
C. Gwin, Black and White Women of the Old South: The Peculiar Sisterhood in American Lit
erature (Knoxville, Tenn.: University of Tennessee Press, 1985); for an optimistic char
acterization of interracial female friendships in recent American women's fiction, 
see Elizabeth Schultz, "Out of the Woods and into the World: A Study of Interracial 
Friendships between Women in American Novels," in Conjuring: Black Women, Fiction, 
and Literary Tradition, ed. Marjorie Pryse and Hortense J. Spillers (Bloomington, Ind.: 
Indiana University Press, 1985), 67-85. 

3. Transference is Gallop's own term for her relation to black feminist critics. In her 
Around r98r: Academic Feminist Literary Theory (New York: Routledge, 1992), esp. 
169-70, Gallop critiques the idealization and exoticization of black women, but she 
limits herself to making the transference conscious rather than positing alternatives 
to it. In "Transferences: Gender and Race: The Practice of Theory," delivered at the 
University of California, Berkeley, Department of African American Studies, 3 April 
1992, Deborah E. McDowell, who had inadvertently occasioned Gallop's comments 
about transference, deliberately spoke back from, and thereby exploded, the posi
tion of the transferential object. 

4. The "not just idiosyncratic" nature of this fantasy is suggested by Gallop's ac
counts in "Tongue Work" and "The Coloration of Academic Feminism" in Around 
z98r, 143-76 and 67-74, and, by extension through the analogies she draws between 
constructions of race and class, in "Annie Leclerc Writing a Letter, with Vermeer," in 
The Poetics of Gender, ed. Nancy K. Miller (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 
137-56. In her analysis of the black woman's telling role in Joan Micklin Silver's film 
Crossing Delancey, Tania Modleski outlines an especially exploitative enactment of this 
fantasy; see Tania Modleski, Feminism without Women: Culture and Criticism in a "Post
feminist" Age (New York: Routledge, 1991), i 29-30. In Richard Dyer, "Paul Robeson: 
Crossing Over," Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Society (New York: St. Martin's Press, 
1986), Dyer succinctly summarizes the most pervasive, nongendered version of this 
fantasy: "Black and white discourses on blackness seem to be valuing the same 
things-spontaneity, emotion, naturalness-yet giving them a different implication. 
Black discourses see them as contributions to the development of society, white as 
enviable qualities that only blacks have" ( 79). 

5. On the general phenomenon of black innovation and white imitation in post
war American culture, see Kobena Mercer, "Black Hair/Style Politics," New Forma

tions 3 (winter 1987): 33-54. 
6. For a particularly powerful statement of the disenchantment bred among 

women of color by white women's opposition to bussing, see Nikki Giovanni, "Why 
Weren't Our 'Sisters in Liberation' in Boston?" Encore, 6January 1975, 20. 

7. By tracing the course of a friendship from girlhood through adulthood, "R" fil
ters the narrative of Sula through the lens of race, replacing the novel's sexual tri
angulation with the tensions of racial difference. It is hard for me to imagine that 
the critical question that Sula, Roberta's knowing, transgressive counterpart, poses 
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to Nel-"Howdoyouknow? ... About who was good. Howdoyouknowitwasyou?"
could be translated, in "R," into a white woman's challenge to a woman of color (T: · M . ~ ornson, Sula [New York: Knopf, i973], i46). 

8. In this exchange (November i990), Morrison provided a more detailed ac
count of her intentions than she does in her only (and recently) published com
ment on the story, in the preface to her Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Litera 
Imagination (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1992): "The kind ofworf 
I have always wanted to do requires me to learn how to maneuver ways to free u 
the language from its sometimes sinister, frequently lazy, almost always predictabl~ 
employment. of ra~iall~ in:o~med and det~rmined chains. (The only short story I 
have ever wntten, Rentatlf, was an experiment in the removal of all racial codes 
from a narrative about two characters of different races for whom racial identity i crucial)" (xi). s 

.9· Alth~l~gh I re~lize that by isolating white and black dynamics of reading from 
white fem1mst readmgs of texts by other women of color I am reinforcing the un
fortunate collapse of color and black, encompassing such a diverse textual field within 
a si~g~e analysis would blur important differences. In contrast, for example, to black 
fem1mst complaints about the white feminist misrecognition of the politics and lan
~uage of black feminism, Norma Alarcon protests the Anglo-American feminist re
sistance to granting theoretical status to the multiple-voiced subjectivity of women 
of color; see Norma Alarcon, "The Theoretical Subject(s) of This Bridge Called My 

Back and Anglo-American Feminism," in Making Face, Making Soul: Hacienda Caras, 
e~. Gloria Anzal~ua (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Foundation, 1990), 356-69. For a 
d1f~e.rent percept10n of white feminism's response to the multiple voicing charac
t~nz111g texts by women of color, see Teresa de Lauretis, "Eccentric Subjects: Femi
mst Theory and Historical.Consciousness," Feminist Studies i6 (spring i990): 

1
15-50. 

i.o". The st~ongest quest10ns about, although not unqualified opposition to, white 
femm1st readmgs of black women's texts have been posed by bell hooks. See, for ex
am~le, ~ell h~o~s [Gloria Watkins], "Critical Interrogation: Talking Race, Resisting 
~ns~; fnscnptzons 5 (1989): 159-62, and "Feminism and Racism: The Struggle Con
tinues, 'Leta (July-August 1990): 41-43. See also Patricia Hill Collins, "The Social 
Co~s.truction of~lack Feminist Thought," Signs 14 (summer 1989): 745-73. For more 
po~1t1ve perspectives, see Valerie Smith, "Black Feminist Theory and the Represen
tation of the 'Other,'" in Changing Our Own Words: Essays on Criticism, Theory, and Writ

ing by Black Women, ed. Cheryl A. Wall (New Brunswick, NJ.: Rutgers University Press, 
~989), 38-57; Hazel V. Carby, Reconstructing Womanhood: The Emergence of the Afro-Amer
ican Woman Novelist (New York: Oxford University Press, i987), chap. 1; Michele Wal
lace, "Who Owns Zora Neale Hurston? Critics Carve Up the Legend," in Invisibility 
Blues: From Pop to Theory (London: Verso, 19go), 179-80; Barbara Christian, "But What 
Do ~e Think We're Doing Anyway: The State of Black Feminist Criticism(s) or My 
":ers10n of a Little Bit of History," in Wall, Changing Our Own Words, 67, 73; and hooks, 
1 alkzng Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black (Boston: South End Press, 1989), chap. 
7. For a trenchant black male critique of the racial privilege concealed behind the 
self-referential gestures of some white male commentators on African-American texts 
see Michael Awkward, "Negotiations of Power: White Critics, Black Texts, and th; 
Self-Referential Impulse," American Literary History 2 (winter 1990): 581-606. See also 
Kenneth W. Warren, "From under the Superscript: A Response to Michael Awkward," 
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and Awkward, "The Politics of Positionality: A Reply to Kenneth Warren," American 
Literary History 4 (spring 1992): 97-1og. , . . ,, . 

11 . In "Feminism, 'Postfeminism,' and Contemporary Women s F1ct10n, 111 Tra
dition and the Talents of Women, ed. Florence Howe (Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois 
Press, 1991), 268-91, Deborah Silverton Rosenfelt propose~ r985 as the ~ate of p~st
feminism's emergence and defines the phenomenon succ111ctly as the uneven 111-
corporation and revision [of feminism] inside the social and cultur~l te~t~ of a more 
conservative era" (269). For a more negative assessment of postfem1111sm, and a 
broader location of its origins in the mid-198os, see Gayle Greene, Changing the Story: 
Feminist Fiction and the Tradition (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, r991), 
esp. pt. 3. In selecting 1985 as the wate~sh~d year i~ w~ite femi~ists'. engagement 
with questions of racial location, I am bmldmg on Miller s suggestlo~ m the conver
sation held between Miller, Marianne Hirsch, and Jane Gallop, published under the 
title "Criticizing Feminist Criticism," in Conflicts in Feminism, ed. H~rsch' and ~ve.lyn 
Fox Keller (New York: Routledge, 1990), 359. In 1985 Pryse and Spillers s. Con1unng, 
the first anthology ofliterary criticism coedited by a black woman and a white woman, 
was published. The same year Alice Walker's The Color Purple (New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, 1982) was selected as the focus for~ collec~i:e ~res~ntation ~t ~he 
sixth annual British conference on "Literature/Teachmg/Pohtlcs ; this presentat10n 
culminated in several white feminist essays on the novel. This year also witnessed the 
first serious white British feminist response to critiques by women of color; see Michele 
Barrett and Mary Mcintosh, "Ethnocentrism and Socialist-Feminist ~heory," Femznzst 
Review, no. 20 (June 1985): 23-47; for four different responses to this essay, see Car
oline Ramazanoglu, Hamida Kazi, Sue Lees, and Heidi Safia Mirza, "Feedback: Fem
inism and Racism," Feminist Review, no. 22 (February 1986): 83-105, and Kum-Kum 
Bhavnani and Margaret Coulson, "Transforming Socialist-Feminism: The Challen?e 
of Racism "Feminist Review, no. 23 (June ig86): 81-92. Another way to mark the shift 
occurrin~ in 1985 is to contrast the semantic fidds of .two identical titles: Between 
Women: Biographers, Novelists, Critics, Teachers, andArtzsts Write about Their Work on Women, 
ed. Carol Ascher, Louise DeSalvo, and Sara Ruddick (Boston: Beacon Press, 1984), 
about the enabling identification between women writers and the women about ~horn 
they write, and Judith Rollins, Between Women: Domestic! and TheirEmpl~yers (Ph!ladel
phia: Temple University Press, r985), about the conflicts between wlnte women and 
the black women who work for them. 

12. I am following Phyllis Marynick Palmer's wonderful reading of Sojourner 
Truth's role at the Akron Women's Rights convention in "White Women/Black 
Women: The Dualism of Female Identity and Experience in the United States, ·:,Fem
inist Studies 9 (spring 1983): 151, 153. Palmer quotes from Frances D. Ca?e, Th~ 
Akron Convention," in The Feminist Papers: From Adams to de Beauvoir; ?d. Alice ~ossi 
(New York: Northeastern University Pres~, i974), 429. Paula Giddings c1.t:~.Jane Stet~
bridge's reaction to Fanny Lou Hamer m her When and Where I Enter. 1'he !":pm ,if 
Black WomenonRaceandSexinAmerica (NewYork:W. Morrow, 1984), 301. ForSNCC s 
complex role in catalyzing the second wave of a white feminist moven1ent, see chap. 
1 7 in Giddings, When and Where I Enter; and Sara Evans, Personal Polztzcs: The Roots of 
Womens Liberation in the Civil Rights Movement and the New Left (New York: Knopf, 1979) · 
In Meridian and in ''.Advancing Luna-and Ida B. Wells," in You Can't Keep a Good 

J · h 8 ) 35_ 104 Walker offers Woman Down (New York: Harcourt Brace ovanoVIc , 19 1 , ' 
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narrative accounts of white women's predatory relation to a movement that gave them 
the illusion of purposefulness. 

13. See Valerie Smith, "Black Feminist Theory and the Representation of the 
'Other,"' 38-57. · 

14. See Barbara Johnson, "Thresholds of Difference: Structures of Address in Zora 
Neale Hurston," Critical!nquiry 12 (autumn 1985): 278-89, hereafter abbreviated "T." 
For evidence of this essay's influence, see Angela P. Harris, "Race and Essentialism 
in Feminist Legal Theory," Stanford Law R.eview 42 (February 1990) : 581-6! 6; Priscilla 
Wald, "Becoming 'Colored': The Self-Authorized Language of Difference in Zora 
Neale Hurston," American Literary History 2 (spring 1990): 79-100; Wallace, "Who 
Owns Zora Neale Hurston?" 172-86; Tamar Katz, '"Show Me How to Do Like You': 
Didacticism and Epistolary Form in The Cofm-Purpk," in Alice Walker, ed. Harold Bloom 
(New York: Chelsea House, 1989), esp. 191-92. The race of the reader is not an is
sue in "T" 's companion piece, published the year before, "Metaphor, Metonymy, and 
Voice in Their Eyes Were Watching God," in Black Literature and Literary Theory, ed. Henry 
Louis Gates Jr. (New York: Methuen, 1984), 205-15, in which gender performs a more 
critical role than race. In Johnson's "Apostrophe, Animation, and Abortion," in A 
World of Difference, ed. Barbara Johnson (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1987), 184-99, another outstanding essay on structures of address, differences in gen
der again occlude racial differences, which are theorized for neither the poets nor 
the critic. In Johnson's other African American essays, such as "Euphemism, Un
derstatement, and the Passive Voice: A Genealogy of Afro-American Poetry" and "The 
Re(a)d and the Black," in Reading Black, Reading Feminist: A Critical Anthology, ed. 
Henry Louis Gates Jr. (New York: Meridian, 1990), 204-11 and 145-54, the racial po
sition of the reader is similarly bracketed. 

15. The Hurston represented by other texts fulfills other critical dreams. See Mary 
Helen Washington, foreword to Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937; reprint, New York: 
Perennial Library, 1990), vii-xiv; Alice Walker, "On Refusing to Be Humbled by Sec
ond Place in a Contest You Did Not Design: A Tradition by Now" and "Looking for 
Zora," in I Love Myself When I Am Laughing . .. and ThenAgain When I Am Looking Mean 
and Impressive: A Zora Neak Hurston Reader, ed. Alice Walker (New York: The Feminist 
Press, 1979), i-5, 297-31$ and Alice Walker, "Foreword: Zora Neale Hurston-A Cau
tionary Tale and a Partisan View," in Zora Neak Hurston: A Literary Biography, by Robert 
E. Hemenway (Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois Press, 1977), xi-xviii. In I Love My
self When I Am Laughing, Walker describes "How It Feels to Be Colored Me" as "an ex
cellent example of Zora Neale Hurston at her most exasperating" (151). For a black 
feminist reading that is closer to Johnson's but is routed through Bakhtin instead of 
Derrida, see Mae Gwendolyn Henderson, "Speaking in Tongues: Dialogics, Dialec
tics, and the Black Woman Writer's Literary Tradition," in Wall, Changing Our Own 
Words, 16-37. 

16. For a similar critique, see Tzvetan Todorov, '"Race,' Writing, and Culture,'' in 
Race, Writing, and Difference, ed. Henry Louis Gates Jr. (Chicago: University of Chicago, 
1986), 379-80. 

i 7. Hurston's resistance to considering race a sociopolitical obstacle to success re
curs throughout her writing. For example, she asserts: "I do not belong to the sob
bing school ofNegrohood who hold that nature somehow has given them a lowdown 
dirty deal and whose feelings are all hurt about it .... I have seen that the world is 

- _.s:;._;_, ______ . -.-.-....._.....-...._ .• -.-.,-- -

BLACK WRITING, WHITE READING I25 

to the strong regardless of a little pigmentation more or less. No, I do not weep at 
the world-I am too busy sharpening my oyster knife" (Hurston, "How It Feels to Be 
Colored Me," 153). Similar claims pervade her autobiography, Dust Tracks on a Road, 
ed. Robert E. Hemenway (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1984). For an analy
sis ofHurston's racial politics, see Hemenway, Zora Neale Hurston, esp. chap. 11. For 
a different reading ofJohnson 's position in this essay, see Awkward, "Negotiations of 
Power," 6o3-4. 

18.Johnson, introduction to A World of Difference, 2-3. 
19.Johnson, "Les Fleurs du Mal Arme: Some Reflections on Intertextuality," in 

A World of Difference, 131. As the paragraph continues, Johnson qualifies but does 
not undo the distinction between figurative and literal. The pressures created by 
Johnson's racial position are visible in her differences of emphasis from the Afro
Americanist whose position on race is closest, indeed very close, to her own: Henry 
Louis Gates .Jr.; see, for example, her response to Gates's "Canon-Formation, Liter
ary History, and the Afro-American Tradition: From the Seen to the Told," in Afro
American Literary Study in the r99os, ed. Houston A. Baker Jr. and Patricia Redmond 
(Chicago: University of Chicago, 1989), 14-38, 39-44. 

20. '"Racial Composition': Metaphor and the Body in the Writing of Race," here
after abbreviated "RC." My discussion here is based on the earlier draft of Homans's 
essay that was delivered at the Psychoanalysis in African-American Contexts confer
ence in Santa Cruz. In the substantially revised version of the essay that appears in 
this volume, Homans explicitly historicizes the positions assumed in the 1987 criti
cal debate that had constituted a springboard for her argument and updates the dis
cursive options available at that time by including the analysis of two recent African 
American memoirs. In the current version, Homans persuasively asserts the inextri
cability of figurative and literal constructions ofrace, complicates the range of mean
ings associated with the body, and de-emphasizes the psychoanalytic framework for 
gendering figuration masculine. By foregrounding the status of the literal in her 
analysis, I do not mean to minimize the other side of her complexly nuanced and 
carefolly historicized argument, but to clarify some of the stakes of the positions as
sumed by Johnson and Homans, both of whom have in fact been influenced by both 
deconstruction and psychoanalysis. For earlier examples of Romans's writing on 
African American women's texts, see Margaret Homans, '"Her Very Own Howl': The 
Ambiguities of Representation in Recent Women's Fiction," Signs 9 (winter 1983): 
186-205, which is primarily concerned with negotiating tensions between Anglo
American and French feminist positions on language and women's experience; "The 
Woman in the Cave: Recent Feminist Fictions and the Classical Underworld," Con

temporary Literature 29 (fall 1988): 369-402, which, by reading Gloria Naylor's Linden 
Hills with Luce lrigaray's Speculum of the Other Woman, also foregrounds the compat
ibility of French feminist discourse and fiction by African American women; and 
'"Women of Color': Writers and Feminist Theory," New Literary History 25 (fall 1994): 
73-94, which examines white feminist uses of writing by women of color.. . 

2 i. See Joyce A. Joyce, "The Black Canon: Reconstructing Black Amencan Liter
ary Criticism," New Literary History 18 (winter 1987): 335-44; Henry Louis Gat~sJr.:, 
'"What's Love Got to Do with It?': Critical Theory, Integrity, and tl1e Black Id10m, 
New Literary History i8 (winter 1987): 345-62; Houston A. Baker Jr., "In Dubious B.at
tle," New Literary History 18 (winter 1987): 363-69; and Joyce, '"Who the Cap Fit': 
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Unconsciousne~s and Unco~sciona~leness in the Criticism of Houston A. Baker, Jr., 
and ~enry_ Lom~ Ga~es, Jr., New Literary History 18 (winter 1987): 371-8

4
. In a re

cent mterview with Charles H. Rowell ("An Interview with Henry Louis Gates J " 
Callaloo 

14 [ 1991]: 444-:-63), Gates· qualifies and clarifies the basis for his respo~ser~~ 
J~yce (451_-52). For a different ~~nfiguration ofrace, gender, and reading in the New 
Lzterary History (and other) cntlcal debates, see Michael Awkward "Race G d 

d th p r . f R d. ' ' ' en er, 
an e o 1tics o :a mg,' ~lack American Literature Forum 22 (spring 1

9
88): 

5
_

27
. 

Ra_ther tha~ gen~~rmg the dispute between Joyce and Baker and Gates, Awkward 
allies ~oyce s ~os1t1~~ on race with Elaine Showalter's position on feminism as 
reductively soc10polit1cal modes of criticism and contrasts both with the more fluid 
poststructuralist approaches represented by Baker and Gates, on the one hand, and 
by Mary !aco_bus on the other. One uncomfortable consequence of Awkward's 
const;uct10~ _is t~at, _by using white feminism as his frame of reference, he erases 

Joyce s pa~t1cipat10n m the discourse of black feminism. For yet another account of 
the New Lz~erary History debate, see Diana Fuss's chapter, "'Race' under Erasure? Post
StructurahstAfro-American Literary Theory," in Essentially Speaking: Feminism, Nature 

_and Difference (New :ork: Routledge, 1989), 73-96; Fuss sides primarily with Gates 
and Baker and ment10ns the ge_nder imp~ications of the debate only in passing. 

22. Homans focuses appropnately on Gates rather than Baker, since the label post
structuralist a~plie's far ~or~ accuratel_y_ to Gates. In "Caliban's Triple Play," Baker's 
r_esponse t? Ga~~s ~ ~pec1al issue of C":tical Inquiry, Baker sounds at times uncannily 
like ~orce m _cntl~izm~ Anthony Appiah, and implicitly Gates as well, for belittling 
the VIs1ble, b1olog1cal signs of race that function so perniciously in the "real" politi
cal world; see Houston~-- Baker Jr., "Caliban's Triple Play," in "Race," Writing, and Dif 
ference, 381-95. For a cntique of Baker's "essentialism," see Elliott Butler-Evans "Be
yond Essentialism: Rethinking Afro-American Cultural Theory," Inscriptions 

5 
( 1 ~89): 

121-3~. For a _defense of Baker's "materialism," see Fuss, Essentially Speaking, 35_
93

. 
Baker is defimtely an "essentialist" when it comes to gender, as is clear in his rece~t 
boo~, Worki~gs of the Spirit: The Poetics of Afro-American Women '.5 Writing (Chicago: Uni
versi~ of.Ch1:ago Press, 1991), and fr?m Mae Gwendolyn Henderson's response to 
~aker s essay, There Is No More Beautiful Way: Theory and the Poetics of Afro-Amer
ican Women's Writing," in Baker, Afro-American Literary Study in the r

99
os, 

135
_5

3
_ In 

her r~sponse to the panel on "Black Feminism" at the Wisconsin Conference on Afro
~:~1can Stud~e~ in t?e !wenty-First Century (April 1991), Carby singled out for 
cr'.~c1sm Bakers 1deahzat1on of black women writers and erasure of black feminist 
cntics. 

23. See Margaret Homans, Bearing the Word: Language and Female Experience in Nine
teenth.Cen~ury Womens Writing(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), esp. chap. 
i,_ which JUXtaposes Lacan and Chodorow to explore the association of the literal 
with the feminine. 

24: Fo,; G:tes's re~si~n of ~e tra~itional saying "signification is the nigger's oc
~upat10n to figurat10n is the mgger s occupation," see "Criticism in the Jungle" and 
BThe B~ackness of Blackness: A Critique of the Sign and the Signifying Monkey," in 
e lack L~teratur:- and L~te;a? Theory, 1-24, 285-321. For the cultural splitting of a dis-
mbodie~ ~hi~~ :e_mmm1ty from a black female materiality, see Barbara Christian, 

BlackFemznzst Cntzczsm: Perspectives on Black Women Writers (New York: Pergamon Press 1
985), chap. 1, and Carby, &constructing Womanhood, chap. 2. ' 
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25. For an especially powerful and influential account of black materialist femi
nism, see The Combahee River Collective, ''A Black Feminist Statement," in All the 
Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, But Some of Us Are Brave: Black Womens Stud
ies, ed. Gloria T. Hull, Patricia Bell Scott, and Barbara Smith (Old Westbury, N.Y: 
Feminist Press, 1982), 13-22. See also Bonnie Thornton Dill, "Race, Class, and Gen
der: Prospects for an All-Inclusive Sisterhood," Feminist Studies 9 (spring 1983): 131-50. 
For a warning against eclipsing the formal and imaginative qualities of literature by 
privileging sociopolitical analysis, see Christian, "But What Do We Think We're Do-
ing Anyway?" . 

26. Two examples of white materialist feminist criticism that either do not con
sider the critic's racial position an obstacle, or consider it a readily surmountable ob
stacle, are Lauren Berlant, "Race, Gender, and Nation in The Color Purple," Critical In

quiry 14 (summer 1988): 831-59, and Anne E. Goldman, '"I Made the Ink': (Literary) 
Production and Reproduction in Dessa Rose and Beloved," Feminist Studies 16 (summer 
1990): 313-30. For examples of black materialist feminist willingness to entertain read
ings by white feminists, see Carby, &constructing Womanhood, chap. l; ~arby's argu
ment that there are no "pure, autonomous cultures that belong to particular groups 
or classes of people" implicitly opens the analysis of cultural struggles and articula
tions to a diverse materialist readership (Hazel V. Carby, "The Canon: Civil War and 
Reconstruction," Michigan Qy,arterly Review 28 [winter 1989]: 42). See also hooks, ~alk
ing Back, chap. 7, and Valerie Smith, "Black Feminist Theory and the Representation 
of the 'Other."' 

27. Valerie Smith, "Black Feminist Theory and the Representation of the 'Other,'" 
39. See Carby, &constructing Womanhood, chap. l. . . 

28. See Deborah E. McDowell, "'The Changing Same': Generational Connections 
and Black Women Novelist~," New Literary History 18 (winter 1987): 281-302; Hen
derson, "The Color Purple: Revisions and Redefinitions," Sage 2 (spring 1985): 14-18, 
reprinted in Bloom, Alice Walker, 67-80; Thadious M. Davis, ''Alice Walker's Celebra
tion of Self in Southern Generations," Southern Quarterly 21 (summer 1983): 39-53, 
reprinted in Bloom, Alice Walker, 25-37; Barbara Christian, ''Alice Walker: Th~ Bl~ck 
Woman Artist as Wayward" and "No More Buried Lives: The Theme of Lesb1a111s~ 
in Audre Lorde's Zami, Gloria Naylor's The Women of Brewster Place, Ntozake Shange s 
Sassafrass, Cypress and Indigo, and Alice Walker's The Color 1:u7J1le," in Black Feminist 
Criticism: Perspectives on Black Women Writers, ed. Barbara Chnst1an (New Yo_rk: Perg~~ 
mon Press, 1985), 81-102 and 187-204; Katz, '"Show Me How to Do Like Yo~'. 
185-94;Jean Wyatt, "Eros as Creativity: The Extended Famil'. in The Color Purpw, m 
&constructing Desire: The Role of the Unconscious in Womens R.eadzng and Wntzng ~ Ch~pel 
Hill, N.C.: University of North Carolina Press, 1990), 164-85; and Molly Hite, Ro
mance, Marginality, Matrilineage: The Color Purple," in The Other Side of the Sto?: Str~c
tures and Strategies of Contemporary Feminist Narrative (Ithaca, N .Y: Cornell _u mvers1ty 
Press, 1989), 103-26. It is interesting to note, nevertheless, a difference m e~pha
sis: some black feminists (preeminently McDowell) have emphasized the n~vel s sub
version of the conventions of characterization and diction governing black literature, 
whereas most white feminists have located the novel in relation to the dominant tra-
ditions of white literature. . 

29. bell hooks, "Writing the Subject: Reading The Color Purpw," in Bloom, Alice 
Walker, 223; Cora Kaplan, "Keeping the Color in The Color Purple," in Sea Changes: Es-
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says on Culture and Feminism (London: Verso, 1986), 182, 187. Focusing on twentieth
c?ntury black m~le discour~e~ on gender and the family, Kaplan is foregrounding a 
d1ff~re~t black literary trad1t10n from hooks, yet, as the title of her essay indicates, 
she ms1sts that the novel's value resides in its relation to specifically black cultural 
tra~itio~~- In Ali~on Light, "Fear of the Happy Ending: The Color Purple, Reading and 
Raosm, m Plotting Change: Contemporary Womens Fiction, ed. Linda Anderson (Lon
don: Edward Arnold, 1990), 85-96, the novel's "imaginary resolution of political and 
personal conflicts" (87), which hooks protests in relation to a black audience, is en
dorsed in terms of the political importance of utopianism for a (white) feminist au
dience. Black discursive specificity enables Kaplan's rehabilitation of the text; white 
reading specificity implicitly enables Light's. 

30. See Hazel V. Carby, "It Just Be's Dat Way Sometime: The Sexual Politics of 
Women'sB!ues," RadicalAmerica 20, no. 4 (1986): 11, and Susan Willis, SpecifYing: Black 
Women Writing the American Experience (Madison, Wis.: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1987), chaps. 5 and 7. 

31. The tendency toward idealization troubles even the most brilliant materialist 
reading of the text, Berlant's, "Race, Gender, and Nation in The Color Purple." For al
though Berlant ultimately repudiates the novel's (in her view inadequate) "woman
ist" alternative to patriarchal nationalism, her struggle to endorse this alternative con
trasts with her less ambivalently negative representation of white women's privatized 
cultural bonds and identifications in her essay "The Female Complaint," Social Text, 

no. 19-20 (fall 1988): 237-59. Despite her political critique of Walker's text, Berlant 
is more sympathetic to it than either hooks or Carby. 

32. See Susan Willis, "I Shop Therefore I Am: Is There a Place for Afro-American 
Culture in Commodity Culture?" in Wall, Changing Our Own Words, 173-95, here
after abbreviated "I". 

33. Willis, SpeciJYing, 16, 72. 

34· See Hazel V. Carby, "Reinventing History/Imagining the Future," a review of 
SpecifYing by Willis, Black American Literature Forum 23 (summer 1989): 381-87. In this 
detailed and largely favorable review, Carby criticizes only the romanticization of rural 
bla~k folk cu~ture, which for Carby typifies a misleading trend in contemporary 
Afncan Amencan cultural history. Willis's book has received extensive and largely 
f~vor~ble reviews f~om black feminists. Although several have decried its arbitrary 
h1stoncal boundanes and selection of texts, they have mostly found her historically 
grounded readings provocative and illuminating. See, for example, Barbara Chris
tian, "Connections and Distinctions," a review of SpecifYing by Willis, The Womens Re

view_ of Books 4 (] uly-A~gust 1987) : 2 5-26; Cheryl A. Wall, "Black Women Writers: J our
neymg along Motherhnes," a review of SpeciJYingby Willis, Callaloo 12 (1989): 419-22; 
and Deborah E. McDowell, a review of SpecifYing by Willis, Color; Sex, and Poetry: Three 
Women Writers of the Harlem Renaissance by Hull, and The Character of the Word by Karla 
H~lloway, Signs 14 (summer i989): 948-52. One critic with nothing good to say about 
this "odd Marxist colonization (domestication? deflowering?) of black women writ
ers" is Wallace, "Who Owns Zora Neale Hurston?" 184. 

35· Fredric Jameson, "Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture," Social Text i (win
ter ~.979): 140; Ja_meson devotes only a paragraph to this possibility. In his later es
say, Postmodermsm, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism," New Left Review 146 
(July-August 1984): 53-92, he greatly complicates the position from which might 
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emanate a political art no longer tied to cultural enclaves whose marginality is rep
resentable in two-dimensional space; there is no longer any position unincorporated 
within "the truth of postmodernism, that is, ... the world space of multinational cap
ital" ( 92); Willis, however, is responding primarily to "~eification and U t~pia in Ma~s 
Culture." For Willis, the utopian possibilities of margmal space are available to di
verse groups. In her "Gender as Commodity," South Atlantic Quarterly 86 (fall 1987): 
403-21, children play the role that bla~k women writers play ~n ·:~ S~op. ~herefore I 
Am"· in Susan Willis, "Fantasia: Walt Disney's Los Angeles Smte, Dzacntzcs 17 (sum
mer '1987): 83-96, the nature represe_nted in t~e "!fotcracke~" sequ:nce ima~es ~h_e 
utopian social relations of a space outside of cap1tahst product10n. In 'Fan~asza,. ~ilhs 

begins with the perspective of historical estrangemen~ that th.e.film offers for cn~'ques 
of contemporary mass culture but slides into the utopian position offered by th~ Nut
cracker" sequence. In her discourse on black women's writing, estrangement is con-
sistently utopian. . 

36. Willis's footnote to Carby painfully reveals her str1:1gg~e to agree and d1.sagre~ 
simultaneously rather than to analyze the sources of their differences. Carby s posi
tion in general is closer to Kobena Mercer's than to Willis's, calling Willis's gen~er 
analysis into question. Similarly, although Willis cites Sylvia Wynter's es~ay on mm
strelsy as parody (see Sylvia Wynter, "Sambos and Minstrels," Social Text 1 [ _wmter 1979]: 

149-56), she doesn't speculate about why Wynter is so much less amb1v~lent about 
the subversive power of parody than Willis is. Michele Wallace's essay on ~1ch~e!J,:c.k
son, "Michael Jackson, Black Modernisms and 'The Ecsta~y of Com_m.u~1~at1on, m 
Invisibility Blues, 77-90, which appeared about the same time as W1lhs s'. is closer to 
Wynter's analysis than to Willis's, further problematizing the gender alh~n~e ac~~ss 
racial lines. About her resistance to grappling with individual black femm1st cntJcs 
in her book, Willis explains: "Taken as a whole, these [black feminist] books d~fin~ 
the critical context for my thinking about the literature. None of these texts is di
rectly cited in my interpretations because I chose not to speak to the criticism. Such 
a method would have produced a very different book" (183). This "very different 
book" might have beneficially entailed some dialogue about differences rather than 
a construction of difference based on the desire for a vision of "transformed human 
social relationships and the alternative futures these might shape" (159) · . , 

37. Susan Willis, "I Want the Black One: Is There a Place for Afro-Amencan Cul
ture in Commodity Culture?" New Formations, no. 10 (spring 1990): 96 .. 

38. I am borrowing, with thanks, Sue Schweik's insights and formulat10n: 

39. For a powerful statement of a similar conclusion about rac? and readmg, see 
Mary Helen Washington, "How Racial Differences Helped Us Discover Our Com
mon Ground," in Gendered Subjects: The Dynamics of Feminist Teaching, ed. Margo .Cul
ley and Catherine Portuges (Boston: Routledge, 1985), 22 i-29. Was~in~ton deod~s: 
"I will never again divide a course outline and curriculum along raoal Imes (as I did 
in 'Images of Women') so that the controlling purpose is to compar? t~e responses 
of white women and black women, because I see how much the class mutates the syl
labus. I do not want to see black women in opposition to white women as though 
that division is primary, universal, absolute, immutable, or even relevant''. ~227-28). 

40. This is not an inclusive list of black feminist critical pr~jects, prac~1~one~s'. or 
texts; it merely calls attention to some influential examples of. b~ack femm1st wntmg 
on, or collections of, black women writers, such as Barbara ChnstJan, ed., Black Women 
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Novelists: The Development of a Tradition, r892-I976 (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood 
Press, 1980); Christian, Black Feminist Criticism; Mary Helen Washington, ed., Black
Eyed Susans: Classic Stories l7J and about Black Women (Garden City, N.Y: Anchor Books 
I975), Midnight Birds: Stories l7J Contemporary Black Women Writers (Garden City, N.Y; 
Anchor Books, 1980), and Invented Lives: Narratives of Black Women I860-r960 (Gar
den City, N.Y: Anchor Books, 1987); Deborah E. McDowell, "New Directions for Black 
Feminist Criticism," in The New Feminist Criticism: Essays on Women, Literature, and Theory 

ed. Elaine Showalter (New York: Pantheon, 1985), 186-99; Deborah E. McDowell 
and ~nold ~mpersad, eds., Slavery and the Literary Imagi,nation (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkms Umvers1ty Press, 1989); Gloria T. Hull, Color, Sex, and Poetry: Three Women 

Wnter~ of the Harlem Renaissance (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1987) 
and _Give Us Each Day: The Diary of Alice Dunbar-Nelson (New York: W. W. Norton, 1984); 
Nellie Y McKay, ed., Critical Essays on Toni Morrison (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1988); Mar
gare_t B. Wilkerson, ed., Nine Plays l7J Black Women (New York: New American Library, 
1986); Carby, Reconstructing Womanhood; Barbara Smith, "Toward a Black Feminist 
Criticism," in Hull, Scott, and Smith, All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, 
But Some of Us Are Brave, 157-75; Valerie Smith, "Black Feminist Theory and the Rep
resentation of the 'Other'" and Self-Discovery and Authority in Afro-American Narrative 
(Cam bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1987) ; bell hooks, Ain't I a Woman: Black 
Women and Feminism (Boston: South End Press, 1981), Feminist Theory from Margi,n to 
Center (Boston: South End Press, 1984), Talking Back, and Yearning: Race, Gender, and 
Cultural Politics (Boston: South End Press, 1990); Wallace, Invisibility Blues; Audre 
Lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (Trumansburg, N.Y: Crossing Press, 1984); 
and.June.Jordan, Civil Wars (Boston: Beacon, 1981). 

41. For some recent white feminist accounts of the alternatives offered by black 
women's texts, see Elizabeth Abel, "Race, Class, and Psychoanalysis? Opening Ques
tions," in Conflicts inFeminism, ed. Marianne Hirsch and Evelyn Fox Keller (New York: 
Routledge, 1990), 184-204; Marianne Hirsch, The Mother/Daughter Plot: Narrative, 
Psy~hoanaly~is, Feminism (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1989), esp. 
176-99; Hite, The Other Side of the Story, 103-26; Elizabeth Meese, (Ex) Tensions: &
Figuring Feminist Criticism (Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois Press, 19go), 129-54 (and, 
for other women of color, chaps. 2 and 5); Roberta Rubenstein, Boundaries of the Self: 
Gender, Culture, Fiction (Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois Press, 1987), 125-63 (and 
all of pt. 2 for other women of color); and Wyatt, Reconstructing Desire, 164-209. 

4~· For examples ofSpillers's revisionist use of psychoanalytic theory, see her "In
terstices: A Small Drama of Words," in Pkasure and Danger, ed. Carole S. Vance (Boston: 
Routledge, 1984), 73-100; "Mama's Baby, Papa's Maybe: An American Grammar 
Book," Diacri~ics 17 (summer 1987): 65-81; and her essay in this volume. Spillers's 
work productively complicates the distinction Susan Thistlethwaite draws in her Sex 
Race, and God: Christian Feminism in Black and White (New York: Crossroad, 1989) be~ 
tween the psychological focus of white feminism and the sociopolitical focus of black 
feminism . 

. 43· McDowell made this argument in a paper entitled "Residues," delivered at the 
W1sco~sin Conference on Afro-American Studies in the Twenty-First Century, Madi
son, Wis., March 1991. 

44· Carby and hooks have both written pervasively and eloquently about this need; 
for recent examples, see Hazel V. Carby, "The Politics of Difference," Ms. (Septem-
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her-October 19go): 84-85, and hooks, "Critical Interrogation." On whiteness as "the 
metaphor for the metaphorical production of the Subject as one devoid of proper
ties," see David Lloyd, "Race under Representation," Oxford Literary Review, no. 1-2 
(1991): 13. On the asynimetry of the system of racial marking, which "inscribes the 
system of domination on the body of the individual, assigning to the individu~l 
his/her place as a dominated person" while not assigning "any place to the domi
nator," who remains unmarked, see Colette Guillaumin, "Race and Nature: The Sys
tem of Marks," Feminist Issues 8 (fall 1988): 41. 

45. hooks, "Critical Interrogation," 162. 
46. Morrison, Playing in the Dark, go. . . 
47. In "The Race for Theory," Cultural Critique 6 (spring 1987): 51-63, Chnst1an 

powerfully demonstrates the distorting effects ofliterary theory'~ inter~e~tion in the 
reading of black women's texts. Although she does not hold white fem1msts respon
sible for this intervention, her argument clearly applies to white feminist (as well as 
masculinist) theoretical discourses. 


