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1 
TAT ' E " "vvoman s ra 

Rethinking Black Feminist Theory 

On May 20, 1893, Frances Harper addressed the World's Congress 
of Representative Women assembled as part of the Columbian 
Exposition in Chicago. She encouraged her audience to see them
selves standing "on the threshold of woman's era" and urged that 
they be prepared to receive the "responsibility of political power. "1 

Harper was the last of six black women to address the delegates; on 
the previous two days Fannie Barrier Williams, Anna Julia Cooper, 
Fannie Jackson Coppin, Sarah J. Early, and Hallie Quinn Brown 
had been the black spokeswomen at this international but over
whelmingly white women's forum. Williams spoke of the women 
"for whom real ability, virtue, and special talents count for nothing 
when they become applicants for respectable employment" and 
asserted that black women were increasingly "a part of the social 
forces that must help to determine the questions that so concern 
women generally.''2 Anna Julia Cooper described the black wom
an's struggle for sexual autonomy as "a struggle against fearful and 
overwhelming odds, that often ended in a horrible death .... The 
painful, patient, and silent toil of mothers to gain a fee simple title 
to the bodies of their daughters, the despairing fight ... to keep 
hallow their own persons." She contrasted the white woman who 
"could at least plead for her own emancipation" to the black women 
of the South who have to "suffer and struggle and be silent" and 
made her concluding appeal to "the solidarity of humanity, the 
oneness of life, and the unnaturalness and injustice of all special 
favoritisms, whether of sex, race, country, or condition."3 Fannie 

3 
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Jackson Coppin declared that the conference should not be "indif
ferent to the history of the colored women of America," for their 
fight could only aid all women in their struggle against oppression," 
and Sarah J. Early and Hallie Quinn Brown gave detailed accounts 
of the organizations that black women had established.4 

It appeared that the Columbian Exposition had provided the 
occasion for women in general and black women in particular to 
gain a space for themselves in which they could exert a political 
presence. However, for black women the preparations for the 
World's Congress had been a disheartening experience, and the 
World's Congress itself proved to be a significant moment in 
the history of the uneasy relations between organized black and 
white women. Since emancipation black women had been active 
within the black community in the formation of mutual-aid socie
ties, benevolent associations, local literary societies, and the many 
organizations of the various black churches, but they had also 
looked toward the nationally organized suffrage and temperance 
movements, dominated by white women, to provide an avenue for 
the expression of their particular concerns as women and as femi
nists. The struggle of black women to achieve adequate representa
tion within the women's suffrage and temperance movements had 
been continually undermined by a pernicious and persistent racism, 
and the World's Congress was no exception. While Harper, Wil
liams, Cooper, Coppin, Early, and Brown were on the women's 
platform, Ida B. Wells was in the Haitian pavilion protesting the 
virtual exclusion of Afro-Americans from the exposition, circulat
ing the pamphlet she had edited, The Reason Why: The Colored 
American is not in the World's Columbian Exposition.s 

The fight for black representation had begun at the presidential 
level with an attempt to persuade Benjamin Harrison to appoint a 
black member to the National Board of Commissioners for the 
exposition. The president's intransigent refusal to act led the black 
community to focus their hopes on the Board of Lady Managers 
appointed to be "the channel of communication through which all 
women may be brought into relation with the exposition, and 
through which all applications for space for the use of women or 
their exhibits in the buildings shall be made. "6 Two organizations of 
black women were formed, the Woman's Columbian Association 
and the Women's Columbian Auxiliary Association, and both un-
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successfully petitioned the Board of Lady Managers to establish 
mechanisms of representation for black Americans. Sympathetic 
sentiments were expressed by a few members of the board, but no 
appointment was made, and some members of the board threatened 
to resign rather than work with a black representative. Indeed, the 
general belief of the board members was that black women were 
incapable of any organized critique of their committee and that a 
white woman must be behind such "articulate and sustained pro
tests. ''7 The fact that six black women eventually addressed the 
World's Congress was not the result of a practice of sisterhood or 
evidence of a concern to provide a black political presence but part 
of a discourse of exoticism that pervaded the fair. Black Americans 
were included in a highly selective manner as part of exhibits with 
other ethnic groups which reinforced conventional racist attitudes 
of the American imagination. The accommodation of racial diver
sity in ethnic villages at the fair was an attempt to scientifically 
legitimate racist assumptions, and, as one historian notes, "the 
results were devastating not only for American blacks, Native Amer
icans, and the Chinese, but also for other non-white peoples of the 
world.''8 

The Columbian Exposition was widely regarded as "the greatest 
fair in history. "9 The "White City," symbol of American progress, 
was built to house the exposition in Jackson Park on the shores of 
Lake Michigan in Chicago. It has been characterized by a contem
porary cultural critic as simultaneously "a fitting conclusion of an 
age" and the inauguration of another. "It lays bare a plan for a 
future. Like the Gilded Age, White City straddles a divide: a con
summation and a new beginning. "1° For black Americans it was 
"literally and figuratively a White City" which symbolized "not the 
material progress of America, but a moral regression-the reconcil-

tation of the North and South at the expense of Negroes. "11 At the 
,ime, black visitors expressed their resentment at their virutal exclu
Sion by renaming the fair "the great American white elephant" and 
"the white American's World's Fair,"; Frederick Douglass, attend
ing the fair as commissioner from Haiti, called the exposition "a 
whited sepulcher."12 The Columbian Exposition embodied the de
finitive failure of the hopes of emancipation and reconstruction and 
inaugurated an age that was to be dominated by "the problem of the 
color-line. "t3 
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To appear as a black woman on the platform of the Congress of 
Representative Women was to be placed in a highly contradictory 
position, at once part of and excluded from the dominant discourse 
of white women's politics. The contradictions which were expe
rienced by these women and other black women who tried to 
establish a public presence in the nineteenth century will form the 
focus of this book. The arguments are theoretical and political, 
responding to contemporary black and white feminist cultural pol
itics. The historical and literary analyses are materialist, interpret
ing individual texts in relation to the dominant ideological and 
social formations in which they were produced. The book has four 
major concerns. 

First, in order to gain a public voice as orators or published 
writers, black women had to confront the dominant domestic ideol
ogies and literary conventions of womanhood which excluded them 
from the definition "woman." This book traces these ideologies of 
womanhood as they were adopted, adapted, and transformed to 
effectively represent the material conditions of black women, and it 
explores how black women intellectuals reconstructed the sexual 
ideologies of the nineteenth century to produce an alternative dis
course of black womanhood. 

Second, this historical account questions those strands of con
temporary feminist historiography and literary criticism which seek 
to establish the existence of an American sisterhood between black 
and white women. Considering the history of the failure of any 
significant political alliances between black and white women in the 
nineteenth century, I challenge the impulse in the contemporary 
women's movement to discover a lost sisterhood and to reestablish 
feminist solidarity. Individual white women helped publish and 
promote individual black women, but the texts of black women 
from ex-slave Harriet Jacobs to educator Anna Julia Cooper are 
testaments to the racist practices of the suffrage and temperance 
movements and indictments of the ways in which white women 
allied themselves not with black women but with a racist patriar
chal order against all black people. Only by confronting this history 
of difference can we hope to understand the boundaries that sepa
rate white feminists from all women of color. 14 

Third, though Afro-American cultural and literary history com
monly regards the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in 
terms of great men, as the Age of Washington and Du Bois, 
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marginalizing the political contributions of black women, these 
were the years of the first flowering of black women's autonomous 
organizations and a period of intense intellectual activity and pro
ductivity. An examination of the literary contributions of Frances 
Harper and Pauline Hopkins and the political writings of Anna 
Julia Cooper and Ida B. Wells will reconstruct our view of this 
period. Writing in the midst of a new "black women's renaissance," 
the contemporary discovery and recognition of black women by the 
corporate world of academia, publishing, and Hollywood-marked 
by the celebrity of Alice Walker and Toni Morrison-I try to 
establish the existence of an earlier and perhaps more politically 
resonant rennaissance so we may rethink the cultural politics of 

black women. 
Fourth, this book is also a literary history of the emergence of 

black women as novelists. To understand the first novels which 
were written at the end of the nineteenth century, one has to 
understand not only the discourse and context in which they were 
produced but also the intellectual forms and practices of black 
women that preceded them. I examine narratives of slave and free 
women, the relation of political lecturing to the politics of fiction, 
and a variety of essay, journalistic, and magazine writing. Conse
quently, this book is not a conventional literary history, nor is it 
limited to drawing on feminist or black feminist literary theories, 
but it is a cultural history and critique of the forms in which black 
women intellectuals made political as well as literary interventions 
in the social formations in which they lived. 
. During the period in which this book was conceived, researched, 
and written, two fields of academic inquiry emerged: black feminist 
literary criticism and black women's history. As a first step toward 
assessing what has come to be called black feminist theory, I want 
to consider its history and to analyse its major tendencies. 

It is now a decade since Barbara Smith published "Toward a 
Black Feminist Criticism" ( 1977), addressing the conditions of both 
politics and literature that she felt could provide the necessary basis 
for an adequate consideration of black women's literature. 15 Smith 
argued that since the "feminist movement was an essential precon
dition to the growth of feminist literature, criticism, and women's 
studies," the lack of an autonomous black feminist movement 
contributed to the neglect of black women writers and artists, there 
being no "political movement to give power or support to those 
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who want to examine Black women's experience." Hence, without a 
political movement there was no black feminist political theory to 
form a basis for a critical approach to the art of black women. 
Smith argued for the development of both the political movement 
and the political theory so that a black feminist literary criticism 
would embody "the realization that the politics of sex as well as the 
politics of race and class are crucially interlocking factors in the 
works of Black women writers" (170). To support her argument, 
Smith indicted a variety of male critics and white feminist critics for 
their sexist and racist assumptions which prevented the critical 
recognition of the importance of the work of black women writers. 

In many ways, "Toward a Black Feminist Criticism" acted as a 
manifesto for black feminist critics, stating both the principles and 
the conditions of their work. Smith argued that a black feminist 
approach should have a primary commitment to the exploration of 
the interrelation of sexual and racial politics and that black and 
female identities were "inextricable elements in Black women's writ
ings." Smith also asserted that a black feminist critic should "work 
from the assumption that Black women writers constitute an identi
fiable literary tradition" (174). Smith was convinced that it was 
possible to reveal a verifiable literary tradition because of the 
common experience of the writers and the shared use of a black 
fem ale language. 

The use of Black women's language and cultural experience in books by 
Black women about Black women results in a miraculously rich coalesc
ing of form and content and also takes their writing iar beyond the 
confines of white/ male literary structures. The Black feminist critic 
would find innumerable commonalities in works by Black women. (174) 

A second principle that Smith proposed to govern black feminist 
critical practice was the establishment of precedents and insights in 
interpretation within the works of other black women. The critic 
should write and think "out of her own identity," asserted Smith, 
the implication being that the identity of the critic would be synony
mous with that of the author under scrutiny. The identities that 
most concerned Smith were those of a black feminist and a black 
lesbian. The principles of interpretation that she employed, she 
hoped, would combine to produce a new methodology, a criticism 
that was innovative and constantly self-conscious of the relation-
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ship between its own perspective and the political situation of all 
black women. Black feminist criticism, in Smith's terms was defined 
as being both dependent on and contributing to a black feminist 
political movement ( 175). Con~inced of t~e possibilities for radical 
change, Smith concluded that it was possible to undertake a "total 
reassessment of Black literature and literary history needed to 
reveal the Black woman-identified woman" ( 182-83). 

Smith's essay was an important statement that made visible the 
intense repression of the black female and lesbian voice. As a 
critical manifesto it represented a radical departure from the earlier 
work of Mary Helen Washington, who had edited the first contem
porary anthology of black women's fiction, Black-Eyed Susans, two 
years earlier. 16 Washington did not attempt to define, explicitly, a 
black feminist critical perspective but concentrated on recovering 
and situating the neglected fiction of black women writers and 
establishing the major themes and images for use in a teaching 
situation.11 However, there are major problems with Smith's essay 
as a critical manifesto, particularly in its assertion of the existence 
of an essential black female experience and an exclusive black 
female language in which this experience is embodied. Smith's essay 
assumes a very simple one-to-one correspondence between fiction 
and reality, and her model of a black feminist critical perspective is 
undermined as a political practice by being dependent on those who 
are, biologically, black and female. For Smith, her reliance on 
common experiences confines black feminist criticism to black 
women critics of black women artists depicting black women. This 
position can lead to the political cul de sac identified by Alice 
Walker as a problem of white feminist criticism in her essay "One 
Child of One's Own. "18 Walker criticized the position taken by 
Patricia Meyer Spacks, in the introduction to her book The Female 
Imagination, where she justified her concentration on the lives of 
white middle-class women by reiterating Phyllis Chesler's com
ment: "I have no theory to offer of Third World female psychology 
in America .... As a white woman, I'm reluctant and unable to 
construct theories about experiences I haven't had." To which 
Spacks added. "So am I." Walker challenged Spacks's exclusive 
concentration on white middle-class writers by asking: 

Why only these? Because they are white, and middle class, and because, 
to Spacks, female imagination is only that. Perhaps, however, this is the 
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white female imagination, one that is "reluctant and unable to construct 
theories about experiences I haven't had." (Yet Spacks never lived in 
nineteeenth-century Yorkshire, so why theorize about the Brontes?)1 9 

Walker's point should be seriously considered, for a black feminist 
criticism cannot afford to be essentialist and ahistorical, reducing 
the experience of all black women to a common denominator and 
limiting black feminist critics to an exposition of an equivalent 
black "female imagination." 

In l 982, Smith's manifesto was reprinted in a text which at
tempted to realize its project.2° All the Women Are White, All the 
Blacks Are Men, But Some of Us Are Brave, edited by Gloria T. 
Hull, Patricia Bell Scott, and Barbara Smith, was a text dedicated 
to the establishment of black women's studies in the academy. 

Merely to use the term "Black women's studies" is an act charged with 
political significance. At the very least, the combining of these words to 
name a discipline means taking the stance that Black women exist-and 
exist positively-a stance that is in direct opposition to most of what 
passes for culture and thought on the North American continent. To use 
the term and to act on it in a white-male world is an act of political 
courage. 21 

To state unequivocally, as the editors do, that black women's 
studies is a discipline is a culminating act of the strand of black 
feminist theory committed to autonomy. The four issues that the 
editors see as being most important in relation to black women's 
studies acknowledge no allies or alliances: 

( 1) the general political situation of Afro-American women and the 
bearing this has had upon the implementation of Black women's studies; 
(2) the relationship of Black women's studies to Black feminist politics 
and the Black feminist movement; (3) the necessity for Black women's 
studies to be feminist, radical, and analytical; and (4) the need for 
teachers of Black women's studies to be aware of our problematic 
political positions in the academy and of the potentially antagonistic 
conditions under which we must work. 22 

However, in the foreword to the book, Mary Berry, while criticizing 
women's studies for not focusing on black women, recognized that 
women's studies exists on the "periphery of academic life, like Black 
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Studies. "23 Where, then, we can a~k, ~ie black women's studies? On 
the periphery of the already margmahzed, we could assume, a very 

ecarious and dangerous position from which to assert total inde-
pr . . 1 

endence. For, as Berry acknowledged, p10neenng work on b ack 
~omen was undertaken by white as well as black women historians, 
and black women's studies has a crucial contribution to make to the 
understanding of the oppression of the whole of the black commu
nity. Berry, then, implicity understood that work on black wo~en 
should be engaged with women's studies and Afro-American 
studies. The editors acknowledged the contributions to the volume 
made by white female scholars but were unclear about the relation 
of their work to a black feminism. They constantly engaged, as 
teachers and writers, with women's studies and Afro-American 
studies, yet it is unclear how or whether black women's studies 
should transform either or both of the former. 24 The editors ac
knowledged with dismay that "much of the current teaching and 
writing about Black women is not feminist, is not radical, and 
unfortunately is not always even analytical" and were aggressively 
aware of the pitfalls of mimicking a male-centered canonical struc
ture of "great black women." In opposition to teaching about 
exceptional black women, the editors were committed to teaching 
as an act that furthered liberation in its exploration of "the expe
rience of supposedly 'ordinary' Black women whose 'unexceptional' 
actions enabled us and the race to survive. " 25 But Some of Us Are 
Brave was a collective attempt to produce a book that could be a 
pedagogical tool in this process. 

An alternative approach to black feminist politics is embodied in 
Deborah McDowell's 1980 essay, "New Directions for Black Femi
nist Criticism," and in Barbara Christian's Black Feminist Criti
cism: Perspectives on Black Women Writers. 26 McDowell, like 
Smith, showed that white female critics continued to perpetrate 
against black women the exclusive practices they condemned in 
white male scholarship by establishing the experience of white 
middle-class women as normative within the feminist arena. She 
also attacked male critics for the way in which their masculine
centered values dominated their criticism of the work of black 
women writers (186-87). However, the main concern of McDow
ell's essay was to look back at "Toward a Black Feminist Criticism" 
in order to assess the development of black feminist scholarship. 
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While acknowledging the lack of a concrete definition for or 
substantial body of black feminist criticism, McDowell argued that 
"the theories developed thus far have often lacked sophistication 
and have been marred by slogans, rhetoric, and idealism" ( 188). 
Two very important critiques of Smith's position were made by 
McDowell. She questioned the existence of a monolithic black 
female language ( 189) and problematized what she saw to be 
Smith's oversimplification and obscuring of the issue of lesbianism. 
McDowell called for a firmer definition of what constituted lesbian
ism and lesbian literature and questioned "whether a lesbian aes
thetic is not finally a reductive approach to the study of Black 
women's literature" (190). 

Moreover, unlike Smith's asserting the close and necessary links 
between a black feminist political framework and a black feminist 
criticism, McDowell was concerned to warn feminist critics of "the 
dangers of political ideology yoked with aesthetic judgment" and 
worried that Smith's "innovative analysis is pressed to the service of 
an individual political persuasion" ( 190). McDowell made more 
complex the relationship between fiction and criticism on the one 
hand and the possibilities of social change in the lives of the masses 
of black women on the other and also doubted the feasibility of a 
productive relationship between the academy and political activ
ism. 

McDowell's project was to establish the parameters for a clearer 
definition of black feminist criticism. Like Smith, McDowell ap
plied the term to "Black fem ale critics who analyze the works of 
Black female writers from a feminist or political perspective" but 
also departed from Smith's definitions when she extended her argu
ment to state that 

the term can also apply to any criticism written by a Black woman 
regardless of her subject or perspective-a book written by a male from 
a feminist or political perspective, a book written by a Black woman or 
about Black women authors in general, or any writings by women. ( 191) 

Thus, McDowell identified the need for a specific methodology 
while at the same time producing a very mystifying definition of her 
own. The semantic confusion of the statement gives cause to won
der at the possibiltiy that an antifeminist celebration of a racist tract 
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could be called black feminist as long a~ it was .written. by a b~a~k 
n ' Surely black feminist theory is emptied of its femmist woma. 

tent if the perspective of the critic doesn't matter. 
con . · h h Nevertheless, McDowell posed very pertment quest10ns t at ave 

t to be adequately answered regarding the extent to which black 
ye d white feminist critics have intersecting interests and the neces
a.~ for being able to discern culturally specific analytic strategies 
:~~t may distinguish black from white feminist criticism. McDowell 
also argued for a contextual awareness of the con.ditions under 
which black women's literature was produced, published, and re
viewed, accompanied by a rigorous textual analysis which revealed 
any stylistic and linguistic commonalities across the texts of black 
women. She regarded the parameters of a tradition as an issue to be 
argued and established, not assumed, and. warned agai.nst an easy 
reliance on generalities, especially in relat10n to the existence of a 
black female "consciousness" or "vision" (196). Like Washington, 
McDowell stressed that the "immediate concern of Black feminist 
critics must be to develop a fuller understanding of Black women 
writers" but did not support a "separatist position" as a long-term 
strategy and argued for an exploration of parallels between the 
texts of black women and those of black men. However, McDowell 
did not include the possibility of a black feminist reading of litera
ture written by either white male or female authors, and while she 
called for black feminist criticism to ultimately "expand to embrace 
other modes of critical inquiry," these modes remain unspecified. In 
an attack against "critical absolutism," McDowell concluded by 
making an analogy between Marxism as dogma and black feminist 
criticism as a separatist enterprise, an anaolgy which did not clarify 
her political or theoretical position and confused her appeal for a 
"sound, thorough articulation of the Black feminist aesthetic" (196-
97). 

As opposed to the collective act of But Some of Us Are Brave, 
Christian has collected together her own essays written between 
1975 and 1984. The introduction, "Black Feminist Process: In the 
Midst of ... ,"reflects the structure of the collection as a whole as 
the essays cover the period of the development of contemporary 
black feminist criticism. However, the book does not exemplify the 
history of the development of contemporary black feminist criti
cism but rather concentrates on situating the contributions of an 
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individual critic over the period of a decade. Christian's work has 
been concerned with establishing a literary history of black wom
en's writing and has depended very heavily on the conceptual appa
ratus of stereotypes and images. 27 However, it is necessary to con
front Christian's assertions that the prime motivation for 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century black writers was to con
front the negative images of blacks held by whites and to dispute 
the simplistic model of the literary development of black women 
writers indicated by such titles as "From Stereotype to Charac
ter. " 28 Christian's work represents a significant strand of black 
feminist criticism that has concentrated on the explication of stereo
types at the expense of engaging in the theoretical and historical 
questions raised by the construction of a tradition of black women 
writing. Indeed, in the introduction to Black Feminist Criticism 
Christian herself raises some of the questions that are left unan~ 
swered in the body of her work so far but which are crucial to 
understanding or defining a black feminist critical practice: 

W.h.at is a literary critic, a black woman critic, a black feminist literary 
cnt.ic~ a black feminist social literary critic? The adjectives mount up, 
defmmg, qualifying, the activity. How does one distinguish them? The 
need t~ ~rti~ulate a theory, to categorize the activities is a good part of 
the activity itself to the point where I wonder how we ever get around to 
doing anything else. What do these categories tell anyone about my 
m~tho?? Do I do formalist criticism, operative or expressive criticism, 
mimetic or st~ucturalist criticism? ... Can one theorize effectively 
abo~t a~ evolvm? pro~ess? Are the labels informative or primarily a way 
of ~ippmg questions m the bud? What are the philosophical questions 
behmd my praxis? (x-xi) 

Christian, unlike many feminist critics, divorces what she considers 
to be sound critical practice from political practice when she states 
that what irks her about "much literary criticism today" is that "so 
often. the te~t is but an occasion for espousing [the critic's] philo
sophical pomt of view-revolutionary black, feminist, or socialist 
program. " 29 Thus, ten years after the term black feminist criticism 
was coined, it is used as the title of a book as if a readership would 
rec?gn~ze and ide.ntify its parameters; yet, in the very attempt to 
defme itself, even m the work of one individual critic, the contradic-
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t ry impulses of black feminist criticism are clear. In a review of 
~hristian's book, Hortense Spillers points to the ideological nature 
of the apparent separation between the critical project and its 

political dimensions: 

The critical projects that relate to the African-American community 
point to a crucial aspect of the ent.ir~ t~eme. of libe~ati?n. The same 
might be said for the career of femmist mqmry and its impact on the 
community: in other words, the various critical projects that intersect 
with African-American life and thought in the United States comple
ment the actualities of an objective and historic situation, even if, in the 
name of the dominant ruling discourses, and in the interests of the 
ruling cultural and political apparatus, the convergence between intel

lectual and political life remains masked. 30 

What I want to advocate is that black feminist criticism be 
regarded critically as a problem, not a solution, as a sign that 
should be interrogated, a locus of contradictions. Black feminist 
criticism has its source and its primary motivation in academic 
legitimation, placement within a framework of bourgeois humanis
tic discourse. But, as Cornel West has argued in a wider context, the 
dilemma of black intellectuals seeking legitimation through the 

academy is that 

it is existentially and intellectually stultifying for black intellectuals. It is 
existentially debilitating because it not only generates anxieties of de
fensiveness on the part of black intellectuals; it also thrives on them. The 
need for hierarchical ranking and the deep-seated racism shot through 
bourgeois humanistic scholarship cannot provide black intellectuals 
with either the proper ethos or conceptual framework to overcome a 
defensive posture. And charges of intellectual inferiority can never be 
met upon the opponent's terrain-to try to do so only intensifies one's 
anxieties. Rather the terrain itself must be viewed as part and parcel of 
an antiquated form of life unworthy of setting the terms of contempo

rary discourse.31 

This critique is applicable for a number of reasons. Black feminist 
criticism for the main part accepts the prevailing paradigms pre
dominant in the academy, as has women's studies and Afro-Ameri-
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can studies, and seeks to organize itself as a discipline in the same 
way. Also, it is overwhelmingly defensive in its posture, attempting 
to discover, prove, and legitimate the intellectual worthiness of 
black women so that they may claim their rightful placement as 
both subjects and creators of the curriculum. 

Black feminist theory continues to be shaped by the tensions 
apparent in feminist theory in general that have been characterized 
by Elaine Showalter as three phases of development. To paraphrase 
and adapt her model, these would be ( 1) the concentration on the 
mysogyny (and racism) of literary practice; (2) the discovery that 
(black) women writers had a literature of their own (previously 
hidden by patriarchal [and racist] values) and the development of a 
(black) fem ale aesthetic; and (3) a challenge to and rethinking of 
the conceptual grounds of literary study and an increased concern 
with theory.32 Though it is not possible to argue that these different 
approaches appear chronologically over the last ten years in black 
feminist work, it is important to recognize that in addition to the 
specific concerns of black feminist theory it shares a structural and 
conceptual pattern of questions and issues with other modes of 
feminist inquiry. 

Black feminist criticism has too frequently been reduced to an 
experiential relationship that exists between black women as critics 
and black women as writers who represent black women's reality. 
Theoretically this reliance on a common, or shared, experience is 
essentialist and ahistorical. Following the methodologies of main
stream literary criticism and feminist literary criticism, black femi
nist criticism presupposes the existence of a tradition and has 
concentrated on establishing a narrative of that tradition. This 
narrative constitutes a canon from these essentialist views of expe
rience which is then placed alongside, though, unrelated to, tradi
tional and feminist canons. This book does not assume the exis
tence of a tradition or traditions of black women writing and, 
indeed, is critical of traditions of Afro-American intellectual 
thought that have been constructed as paradigmatic of Afro-Ameri
can history. 

One other essentialist aspect of black feminist criticism should be 
considered: the search for or assumption of the existence of a black 
female language. The theoretical perspective of the book is that no 
language or experience is divorced from the shared context in 

-
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bich different groups that share a language express their differing 
wroup interests. Language is accented differently by competing 
!roups, and therefore the terrain of language is a terrain of power 
relations.33 This struggle within and over language reveals the na
ture of the structure of social relations and the hierarchy of power, 
not the nature of one particular group. The sign, then, is an arena 
of struggle and a construct between socially organized persons in 
the process of their interaction; the forms that signs take are condi
tioned by the social organization of the participants involved and 
also by the immediate conditions of their interactions. Hence, this 
book will argue that we must be historically specific and aware of 
the differently oriented social interests within one and the same sign 
community. In these terms, black and feminist cannot be absolute, 
transhistorical forms (or form) of identity. 

Reconstructing Womanhood embodies a feminist critical practice 
that pays particular attention to the articulation of gender, race, 
and class.34 Social, political, and economic analyses that use class 
as a fundamental category often assert the necessity for white and 
black to sink their differences and unite in a common and general 
class struggle. The call for class solidarity is paralleled within con
temporary feminist practice by the concept of sisterhood. This 
appeal to sisterhood has two political consequences that should be 
questioned. First, in order to establish the common grounds for a 
unified women's movement, material differences in the lives of 
working-class and middle-class women or white and black women 
have been dismissed. The search to establish that these bonds of 
siterhood have always existed has led to a feminist historiography 
and criticism which denies the hierarchical structuring of the rela
tions between black and white women and often takes the concerns 
of middle-class, articulate white women as a norm. 

This book works within the theoretical premises of societies 
"structured in dominance" by class, by race, and by gender and is a 
materialist account of the cultural production of black women 
intellectuals within the social relations that inscribed them. 35 It 
delineates the sexual ideologies that defined the ways in which 
white and black women "lived" their relation to their material 
conditions of existence. Ideologies of white womanhood were the 
sites of racial and class struggle which enabled white women to 
negotiate their subordinate role in relation to patriarchy and at the 
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same time to ally their class interests with men and against estab
lishing an alliance with black women. We need more feminist work 
that interrogates sexual ideologies for their racial specificity and 
acknowledges whiteness, not just blackness, as a racial categoriza
tion. Work that uses race as a central category does not necessarily 
need to be about black women. 

An emphasis on the importance of establishing historically spe
cific forms of racism should also apply to gender oppression. It is 
not enough to use the feminist theoretical back door to assert that 
because racism and sexism predate capitalism there is no further 
need to specify their particular articulation with economic systems 
of oppression. On the contrary, racisms and sexisms need to be 
regarded as particular historical practices articulated with each 
other and with other practices in a social formation. For example, 
the institutionalized rape of black women as slaves needs to be 
distinguished from the institutionalized rape of black women as an 
instrument of political terror, alongside lynching, in the South. 
Rape itself should not be regarded as a transhistorical mechanism 
of women's oppression but as one that acquires specific political or 
economic meanings at different moments in history. 

For feminist historiography and critical practice the inclusion of 
the analytic categories of race and class means having to acknowl
edge that women were not only the subjects but also the perpetra
tors of oppression. The hegemonic control of dominant classes has 
been secured at the expense of sisterhood. Hegemony is never 
finally and utterly won but needs to be continually worked on and 
reconstructed, and sexual and racial ideologies are crucial mecha
nisms in the maintenance of power. For women this has meant that 
many of their representative organizations have been disabled by 
strategies and struggles which have been race-specific, leading to 
racially divided movements like the temperance and suffrage cam
paigns. No history should blandly label these organizations "wom
en's movements," for we have to understand the importance of the 
different issues around which white and black women organized 
and how this related to their differing material circumstances. A 
revision of contemporary feminist historiography should investi
gate the different ways in which racist ideologies have been con
structed and made operative under different historical conditions. 
But, like sexual ideologies, racism, in its appeal to the natural order 
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of things, appears as a. t~anshist~rical, essentialist category, and 
"tiques of racism can 1m1tate this appearance. en .. .. h 
This book is a contribution to such a rev1Slon, a ~ev!s10n t at 

mines the boundaries of sisterhood, for the contrad1ct10ns faced 
cxa · E · · b the black women intellectuals at the Columbian xpos1t10n 

y ' t continue to haunt the contemporary womens movemen . 
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She challenged her audience to bear witness to her testimony that 
all black peoples faced an international crisis: 

The dawn of the Twentieth century finds the Black race fighting for 
existence in every quarter of the globe. From over the sea Africa 
stretches her hands to the American Negro and cries aloud for sym
pathy in her hour of trial. England, at this late da~, begins to doubt the 
wisdom of her course in acknowledging the equality of the Negro race. 
In America, caste prejudice has received fresh impetus as the "Southern 
brother" of the Anglo-Saxon family has arisen from the ashes of seces
sion, and like the prodigal of old, has been gorged with fatted calf and 
"fixin's. " 22 

Within the context of the Colored American Magazine, Hopkins 
utilized her various capacities as journalist, editor, and author of 
fiction to validate black figures in history. The political trajectory 
of the history that she re-created and re-presented developed from 
an assertion of the presence of Afro-Americans within an Anglo
Saxon context, in Contending Forces, toward the classical reinter-
pretation of their own heritage in Africa. . 

The establishment of an African genealogy was the chmax to 
Hopkins's consistent concern with questions of inheritance and 
heritage. Her definition of history was "an account of the deeds of 
men who have been the models and patterns for the great mass of 
humanity in past centuries even from the beginning of the world." 
Hopkins hoped that her writing could be such a model, a pattern t? 
inspire political resistance and agitation against the thr~~t of anm
hilation. Hopkins called for "a wild courage" and a "st01c1sn:i ?f the 
blood"; she was a black intellectual who considered her wntmg as 
part of, not separate from, the politics of oppression. "A.s ~ race," 
she stated "we need the stimulus of books and tales of this cathar-

' · · "23 F tic virtue' more than any other literature we can ment10n. or 
Pauline Elizabeth Hopkins, her fiction was a cathartic response to 
the pessimistic vision of the limited possibilities of black existence 
on the western shores of the Atlantic. 

8 
The Quicksands of Representation 

Rethinking Black Cultural Politics 

The term renaissance in Afro-American cultural history has been 
almost'~~~~;pplied-t~-thelit~rarya~cf~tistic production of 
inteTlectuals in Harlem in the years between the end of World War I 
and the depression. I But definitions of the Harlem renaissance are 
notoriously elusive; descriptions of it as a moment of intense liter
ary and artistic production, or as an intellectual awakening, or as 
the period of the self-proclaimed "New Negro" are concepts that 
are not applicable only to Harlem or to the twenties. 2 This particu
lar cultural moment has come to dominate Afro-American cultural 
history and overshadow earlier attempts of black intellectuals to 
assert their collective presence. However, the more assertive we try 
to be as cultural critics and cultural historians about what the 
Harlem renaissance was, what it was not, and when it occurred, the 
less sure we become about what made this moment of Afro-Ameri
can cultural history unique. The staff of the .Colored American 
Magazine considered their journal to be a tool in t~or·i 
black renaissance, an inspiration for "Theologians, Artists [and] 
Scientists" whose theories had grown dormant for lack of a channel 
of communication,3 but no comparative cultural study has been 
undertaken to reveal the relationship between the intellectual activ
ity of Boston at the turn of the century and Harlem in the twenties. 
Indeed, the Harlem renaissance is frequently conceived as a unique, 
intellectually cohesive and homogeneous historical moment, a my
,thology which has disguised the contradictory impulses of the Har
lem intellectuals. I do not intend to argue the case that the Harlem 

163 



164 RECONSTRUCTING WOMANHOOD 

renaissance is purely an invention of the literary and cultural histo
rian, although to a large extent this is the case; rather, I want to 
indicate the shift in concerns of the intellectuals of the twenties as 
opposed to the previous two decades by stressing the discontinuities 
and contradictions surrounding issues of representation. 

I use the word representation in two distinct but related ways: as 
it is formally understood in relation to art and creative practices, 
and as it applies to intellectuals who understand themselves to be 
responsible for the representation of "the race," defining and con
structing in their art its representative members and situating them
selves as representative members of an oppressed social group. The 
relation of the black intellectual elite to the majority of black people 
changed drastically as a result of the migration north of Southern 
blacks. Before World War I, th(} overwhelming_.1J1aiority of blacks 
were in the South, at a vast physical and ___ m~taphorical distance 
from those intellectuals who represented the. interests of the race. 
After the war, black intellectuals had to confront the black masses 
on the streets of their cities and responded in a variety of ways. 

At the turn of the century in Boston, Pauline Hopkins and the 
staff of the Colored American Magazine assumed that their relation 
to the majority of black people was entirely unproblematic and 
unmediated. The Colored American Magazine unashamedly as
serted that it could speak for and represent the unique historical 
experience of "the black people" and addressed them in these all
encompassing terms. These intellectuals did not doubt or question 
their position of leadership as members of the "Talented Tenth" 
speaking from the North to the majority of blacks who lived outside 
it. But after World War I, the large-scale movement of black pe_ople 
into the cities of the North meant that intellectual leadership and its 
constituencies fragmented. No longer was it possible to mobilize an 
undifferentiated address to "the black people" once an urban black 
working class was established. 

This movement of masses of rural black Southern workers des
tined to become an urban proletariat was not immediately repre
sented in fiction, but there was a distinct shift in who was repre
sented as "the people." One possibility, in fiction, was that "the 
people" were represented as a metaphorical "folk," which in its 
rural connotations avoided and ignored the implication of the 
presence of black city workers. Zora Neale Hurston, for example, 
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who felt concerned that whites just did not know who blacks were, 
chose to reconstruct figures of "the folk" in her novels. Most 
literary criticism acknowledges this representation of the folk as 
"the people" but does not question the historical significance of 
Hurston's choice. On the contrary, the representation of "the folk" 
is usually regarded as an ahistorical literary convention that is a 
natural expression of the Afro-American experience. 4 But we need 
to recognize that the "folk" was neither an inevitable nor a natural 
selection. Many intellectuals, including Jessie Fauset, registered the 
gap between the immediate and disconcerting presence of the black 
masses and being a member of a black elite by representing this 
difference in class terms. 

The concept of the "New Negro" of the Harlem renaissance has 
become a conventional way of ref erring to these literary and artistic 
intellectuals, but this limited contemporary application of the term 
has emptied it of the radical working-class meaning that was estab
lished by the group of intellectuals, leaders, organizations, and 
journals which were devoted to "economic radicalism." For radical 
intellectuals like Asa Philip Randolph and Chandler Owen, editors 
of the Messenger, the "New Negro" was "the product of the same 
world-wide forces that have brought into being the great liberal and 
radical movements that are now seizing the reins of political, eco
nomic and social power in all the civilized countries of the world. "5 

The editorial continued to assert that the "'New' Negro 'unlike the 
old Negro' was not to be 'lulled into a false sense of security with 
political spoils and patronage.' "6 

This issue of patronage provides another point of contrast be
tween the literary intellectuals of the twenties and their predeces
sors in Boston. The young black artists in the Harlem of the 
twenties were acutely aware of a high degree of reliance on the 
patronage of white individuals and organizations. 7 But the staff of 
the Colored American Magazine, like the economic radicals of the 
twenties, made specific attempts to avoid such a situation of depen
dency. As they stated after the first year in print, "there has been no 
attempt to seek the aid of philanthropists, although we feel that 
there have been many less deserving projects which have been 
lavishly supported in that way. "8 The issue of the acceptability of 
patronage and its role in defining and limiting what could be 
represented was of intense concern to the :intellectuals of both 
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cultural moments. But what differentiated most clearly the crisis of 
representation of the twenties from the intellectual assurance of the 
turn of the century was the relation of the intellectual to "the 
people." 

In 1900, Pauline Hopkins and the staff of the Colored American 
Magazine assumed a hegemonic position as representatives of black 
people, calling themselves "the mouth-piece and inspiration of the 
Negro race throughout not only this country, but the world. " 9 After 
World War I and the migration, the role of intellectuals became 
problematic in two ways: there was no longer a unitary "people" 
who could be represented, and the variety of intellectual practice
literary, political, and cultural-became increasingly separated. 
The Colored Co-operative Publishing Company was a collective 
attempt to hold together the practices of literature, art, and politi
cal agitation for social change. But, by the twenties, black writers 
sought artistic autonomy for their cultural practices and products 
and separated themselves from the task of writing for the uplifting 
of the race as a whole. From the point of view of the urban black 
worker in the twenties, he or she could look toward a range of other 
representatives which included black union organizations, eco
nomic radicals, or Marcus Garvey and the Universal Negro Im
provement Association. 

Within this increasingly fragmented discourse of "the people" 
and intellectual leadership, I want to situate an analysis of Nella 
Larsen's Quicksand, published in 1928. 10 TraQition~)-~_1=._ctAmeri
can literary and cultural criticism has failed to adequately consider 
the. significanCeOrihework··0rcars~~n ·-arur"Jessie Fauset. 11 Both 
writers have_aLtimes been dismi~liied as minor figures, mere back
ground to a majo~ event, th~!furlem renaissance.. In contrast, Zora 
Neale Hurston has been seen as a distinct literary figure. 12 Hurston, 
as I have indicated, epitomized the intellectual who represented 
~e people" through a reconstruction of "the folk" and avoided the 
I class confrontation of the Northern cities. Fauset and ~arsen. how

ever, wrote more directly out of this urban confrontation, though 
each de~loped strategies of fictional representation that indicated 
their very different responses to their class, racial, and sexual pos1-

\jion as black fem ale intellectuals. 
Fauset responded to an emerging black urban working class by a 

mediation of her authorial position as a class perspective. She \ 
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represented in her fiction a middle-class code of morality ann 
behavior that structured the existence of her characters and worked 
as a code of appropriate social behavior for her readers. 13 Fauset's 
intellectual contribution was the development of an ideology for an 
emerging black middle class which would establish it as being 
acceptably urbane and civilized and which would distinguish it 
from the rural influx. 14 Unlike earlier women novelists, Fauset did 
not consider the aftermath of slavery and the failure of Reconstruc
tion as a sufficient source of echoes and foreshadowings for her 
representation of the emergent black middle class who needed aj 
new relation to history. Fauset represented this new history through 
a generational difference, a difference figured as a recognition of 
the need for the protagonists to revise the irrelevant history of their 
parents, a history tied to the consequences of slavery. 

Deborah McDowell, in her introduction to the new edition of 
Fauset's Plum Bun, pleads for a sympathetic consideration for the 
progressive aspects of Fauset's novels, especially in relation to her 
implicit critique of the structures of women's romance. 15 However, I] 
woul_d argue that ultimately the conser. vatism of Fauset's ideology 
dominates her texts. In The Chinaberry Tree, for example, which 
focused on two women, the movement of the text is away from the 
figures of isolated unmarried mothers and daughters supporting 
themselves through their own labor, toward the articulation of a 
new morality and community in which black women were lifted 
from the abyss of scandal and gossip, which threatened to over
whelm them, by professional black men who reinserted them into a 
newly formed and respectable community as dependent wives. The 
individual and collective pasts of the female characters led them to 
flounder in the waters of misdirected desires; their history was 
anarchic and self-destructive. The future, within which the women 
could survive, was secured when they were grounded, protected, 
and wrapped around by decent men. In order to represent a new, 
emergent social group, Fauset by necessity had to sever ties with the 
past; the characteristics of the new class were those of individual 
success and triumph over ties to and previous interpretations of 
history. To signal the depth of this new fictional strategy, consider 
Pauline Hopkins's use of history to raise questions of inheritance 
and heritage that were crucial to her political perception. Who 
Hopkins's characters were and what they were to become was to be 
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understood in relation to their ancestors. The quality of these 
ancestors and the nature of their past actions had specific ramifica
tions for the present: the consequences of history were Hopkins's 
fictional future. In stark contrast, in The Chinaberry Tree, Fauset 
constructed a chaotic and irrelevant history to which the heroes, 
not the heroines, brought a new order and meaning. The new 
middle class both emerged from and changed previous history and 
· s interpretations; the forces of previous history alone could not 
provide a basis for its future. Fauset adapted but did not transcend 
the form of the romance. It is important that her work did reveal 
many of the contradictory aspects of romantic conventions of wom
anhood, but her imaginary resolutions to what were social contra
dictions confirmed that women ultimately had to be saved from the 
consequences of their independence and become wives. 

In stark contrast, Nella Lars_enjn _Ql!!_cksand refu~~ed the resolu
tions offered by this_oevel.Qpil!g code of ~J~.£1 mi<!_gle-cJass ~~y 
at thesam~ time as she launched wsevere critique against the_ earlier 
but still influential ideology of racial uplift. The Quicksand of 1928 
did not just explore the contradictory terrain of women and ro
mance; its sexual politics tore apart the very fabric of the romance 

form. 
At the beginning of the novel, Helga Crane, the protagonist, was 

a teacher at N axos, a black school in the South which appeared to 
be a combination of Atlanta, Fisk, and Tuskegee. Dissatisfied with 
what she saw to be a process of repression, the stunting of intellec
tual growth and creativity, Helga resigned her job in a stormy 
interview with the new president, a Dr. Anderson. She returned to 
Chicago, where she had grown up, but was unable to find a job and 
eventually traveled to Harlem as secretary to a famous "spokes
woman for the race." In Harlem, she lived with a woman called 
Anne Grey, worked in a black insurance company, an<Lwas an 

.itir:"_observor of the renaissance. Helg was djsdajnful of the ideology of 
/ fi©aL11plift, critical of Anne's continual preoccupation with the 

problems of the race, and . gj_sparaging of the hypocrisy of the 
t;t,e!!!-erging black middle clas~. This class, she felt, condemned white 

if.'/ racism while imitating white middl~-class behavior and ~dopt~ng 
0 1 their values and moral codes .. Feelmg that she was agam bemg 

stifled, Helga determined to leave Harlem and used a legacy from a 
white uncle to visit her Danish aunt in Copenhagen. Helga lived in 
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Europe for two years, where the appreciation she had so desired 
was lavished on her. However, though pampered, Helga realized 
that she was being treated like an exotic object, admired only as a 
representative of the primitive and sensual. Experiencing a desper-
ate need to be again among black people, she sailed to Harlem for 
the wedding of Anne and Dr. Anderson, intending to make only a 
temporary visit but staying long after the wedding. Helga recog
nized ~ lon~epressed sexual attraction for Anderson, and in re
sponse to his encouragement determined to finally a~know!edge her ~ 
sexiiality and sleep with him. Anderson's awkward rebuff shatter~d cy· 
Helga's new acceptance of her s;xual self, and when she accide; 
t~ilYmet a hedonistic Southern preacher in a storefront church, she 
slept with him. She returned to the South as the wife of Rev. Mr. 
Pleasant Green, blind to all exeept the sensual aspect of their 
relationship. Helga planned to uplift the women and instruct the 
children of this community of Southern folk, but instead repeated 
childbirth degraded and oppressed her. She nearly died giving birth 
to her fourth child~ and the novel ends with her fifth pregnancy 
which means her certain death. 

In Quicksand, Larsen embodied the major aspects of what I have 
ref erred to as the crisis of representation of the period. She was 
unable to romanticize "the people" as the folk or to accej)tihe 
w~d view of the new black middle class. Helga explored the ~ 
contradictions of her raci~l, sexual, and class position by being 
~oth ms1de and outside these perspectives. Larsen was able t~ 
represent such duality by making her protagonist an alienated 
h~. She was, at various points in the text, alienated from her 

sex, her race,. and her class. -~_lien!!i~~.J~ of~~-~--!:_~_p_~sen_!~4-~-~-~=- 1 • \ 

_s_!'!!~9L~~~~!ousness,_a fram~_()~~A Implied in this definition is _J j 
the assumption that alienation can be eliminated or replaced by I 
another state of consciousness, a purely individual transformation 
unrelated to necessary social or historical change. Helga does ques- ... J.1 
tion the possibility that her recurrent dissatisfaction with her life ~' 
could be due to her state of mind and that if she could change her 
attitudes she could be happy.~ut against this Larsen placed an 
alternative reading of Helga's progress:-fl1atheraITeiiat10n was not 
~~~ __ in_heL.h_~ad but was produced by ex1stmg forms of socjal 

r~!iC!_nS an.Q__!_~efore subject to elimination only by a change in 
rhose s~~~ That Larsen incorporated this alternative 

~~~\~ 
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definition of alienation in her text has political significance, for the 
representation of alienation as a state of mind reduces history to an 

- act of thought and leads to a political conservatism. If people 
cannot change their conditions, only how they feel about them, they 
can only legitimize and approve the·status quo, and social criticism 
becomes irrelevant. ·"' 

Lar~en in Quicksand, however, represented the full complexity of 
the modern alienated individual. Quicksand is. the first text m:, a 
black woman to be a conscious narrative of a woman emb~dded 
witn1n-capitalist social relations. In the opening pages, Helga was 
rep;esented as an isolated hgure· but a consumer, a character in
itially defined through the objects that surround her. Though Helga 
was a teacher and Larsen described a school, she utilized the 
language of the factory and the ideology of Taylorism in her crea
tion of N axos. Alienated from her work, she experienced no emo
tional or intellectual sustenance from her teaching. Like a small, 
insignificant par("'in a big machine, Helga made no difference and 
felt that an essential part of her and the students' humanity was 
denied in favor of the production of uniformity: 

[N axos] had grown into a machine. It was now a show place in the black 
belt, exemplification of the white man's magnanimity, refutation of the 
black man's inefficiency. Life had died out of it. It was ... only a big 
knife ... cutting all to a pattern, the white man's pattern. Teachers as 
well as students were subjected to the paring process, for it tolerated no 
innovations, no individualisms. (9) 

Students were described as products, automatons who goose
stepped in massed phalanxes (28). Consciously created as subject to 
an industrial time and discipline, the dullness of the outward ap
pearance of everyone at N ~X.9S.-l\'.aS represented as being symbo}ic 
QUh · · --corulajon. Within this 
order res owerlessn ss/ the alien~a 
pdividual wh~ could not change her social condit n and felt only a LS 
sense of ua a ~ 

The critique of N axos as a black college was a critique of the 
policy of racial uplift and of black intellectual leadership. As a ~ 
product of Fisk herself, Larsen was directing a bitter attack toward l-~ 
black educators as race representatives. She detached her protago- fo 
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nist from their narrow-minded adherence to the dictates of white 
Southern expectations Qf Negro passivity and separated her from 
their class perspective. Helga had neither a community nor a net
work of black kinship. She had no black family andJhus lacked the c._., 
connections which Larsen condemned for bein~ so important to 
black middle.:.class society, a society that Larsen represented as 
oeing as exclusive as its w'bite counterpart. This critique of the 
black middle class w~s continued in the section of the novel set in 
Harlem. In direct contrast to Fauset, Larse'n did not feel that the 
middle class were the guardians of civilized behavior and moral 
values .. Harle_~ intellectual~~~re criticized for two m~_ acts of 
hypocrisy: their announced hatreaof white people and deprecation 
of any contact with. white society while imitating their clothes, , 
manners, and. ways of life, and the proclamation of the undiluted / 
good of all thmgs Negro which disguised a disdain, contempt, and / 
amusement for the actual culture and behavior of the majority of 
black people. Larsen used Helga, who was hath black intellectual _J 
and member of t~e middl~ c~ass but ~tood outside both, as a figure v~ 
~ho could question the limits of middle-class intellectual preten-
s10n. 

-r;(sen augmented this questioning of the representative nature 
of a black elite and accentuated Helga's social displacement by her 
particular use of the figure of the mulatto. The mulatto, as I have 
already described, is most usefully regarded as a convention of 
Afro-American literature which enabled the explo,tatien-m .. ,fifti_on 
of relati?ns wh_ich were s?c~ally proscribed.16 Th~mu~gy-~ is 
a narrative ?ev1c~ of mediat10n; it allows for a ficti~ ~ration 
of the relat10nsh1p between the races while be· at the same time 
an imaginary expression of the relations · etween the races. One 
mode of representing this social te ·on is the "pass.i.ng.:.n.ov0l, iR 
which the protagonist pretend be white, exempHfied by Fauset's 
_Plum Hu-· - ond novel, Passing. 17 But in Quicksa~ 
th. option was refused Larsen's p-articular use of the mulatto 
figure allowed er protagonist to be both inside and outsidecon
t~mporary race issu~ Helga was simultaneously critical ~f~hat 
she regarded as an all-pervasive concern with race problems an 
subject _to racism. The section of the novel set in Copenhagen 
confronted directly the question of the representation of blacks by 
whites. Helga's portrait was painted by a leading Danish artist, who 
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created an animalistic, sensuous creature on his canvas. Larsen 
displaced to Europe an issue of central concern to the intellectuals 
of the Harlem renaissance: white fascination with the "exotic" and 
the "primitive." Outside the black camm1 rnity, Helga eeea.w.e a 

( 
mere object for white consumption. 

,--social relations._which objectified ffie body permeate the text. 
Helga herself was represented as a consumer, a woman who def med 
a self through the acquisition of commercial products, consumer 
goods, and commodities. As a woman, she is at the center of a 
complex process of exchange. Money was crucial to Larsen's narra
tive, structuring power relations, controlling social movement, and 
defining the boundaries of Helga's environment. _Money r.eplaces 

~kinship as the prime mediator .of social relations:. Helga's white 
uncle sent her money as he could not afford to acknowledge her 
relationship to him. This money allowed her social movement; she 
bought her way out of a Jim Crow car and eventually out of 
Harlem. In Chicago, Helga spent money, buying and consuming 
rather than facing her desperate conditions. While the possession of 
money disguised her real social predicament, the lack of money 
forced degradation and the recognition that in the job market her 
social position as a black woman was narrowly defined as domestic 
worker ------- ·- --- --

Alth~ugh mqney permitted ~elga's mm1e~~~within the text, 

(_ lthe direction of her journey reproduces the tensions of migration 
into a structure of oppositions between country and city. Helga's 
first movement in the text is from South to North, from the rural 
outskirts of Atlanta to industrial Chicago. Immediately upon arri
val in Chicago, Helga became one of a crowd. Her initial identifica
tion was with the anonymity of the city, where she had the appear~ 
ance of freedom but no actual home or friends. This anonymity 
brought brief satisfaction and contentment, while Helga could main
tain her position as consumer, but she discovered her vulnerability 
as an object of exchange when her money ran out. Larsen repre
sented the city as a conglomeration of strangers, where social rela
tions were structured through the consumption of both objects and 
people. The imagery of commerce and this process of exchange 
dominated the text as it moved to New York and Copenhagen. This 
polarity between rural and urban experience frames the text; in the 

c---
C--closing pages all cities are finally abandoned and Helga is meta-
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pho_i:_ically aruL.lhe reader is led to assume, literally buried in the 
rural South. 
'tielga was a consumer, but as a woman she was also potentially a 

consumable object. Larsen's representation of sexual politics delin
eated the dilemma of the woman's body as a commercialized object. 
Helga's sexuality was not only_ objectified in relation to art, but 
when she failed to get a job as a maid in Chicago she had offers of 
money for sexual services. f!elga, as an unmarried woman, was 
brought to a recognition of her exchange value which denied her 
humanity while cementing her fragile dependence on money. 
Larsen represented the ideologies of consumerism, of capitalism,/ 
an.d of .s~xuality as being intim~tely connected, and in the process of

1 c·· 
this cntique she revealed the inability of the structure of the ro
mance to adequately express the experience of women while she 
also posed a challenge to the readers' expectations of the form of 

the novel. ~ 
Larsen stressed the contradictory nature of the ~h for a 

jem~le .s9 _~fusing t~e romanc~ and structuring the relatl.· on o_f_ 
th~ __ .rnd1v1dual to the soCJal format10n.lhr_ough the inte~nn.e.Qtio11, ( 
of sexual, racial, and class identity. The conclusion of the text 
offered no imaginary resolutions to the contradictions Larsen 
raised. As readers, we are left meditating on the problematic natQre 
o! alternative possibilities of a social self. Consider the metaphor of 
quicksand; it is a condition where llliiividual struggle and isolated 
effort are doomed to failm;e. Helga's search led to the burial, not c__ 

_the ~iscovery, of the self. The only way out of quicksand is with 
external help; isolated individual struggle ensured only that she 
would sink deeper into the-quagmire. The question that remains is, 
to what social group does Helga attach herself in order to be saved? 
Unlike Fauset, whom I h~ve described as an ideologue for an 
emergent middle class, Larsen found it impossible to portray the 
experience of the black middle class as. representative of the race. 
The black bourgeoisie was attacked on many levels: for its hypoc
risy, for its articulation of the race "problem," and for its moral and 
aesthetic code. 

But Larsen did not consider the crisis of representation facing 
~arlem intellectuals only in terms of class. Her particular use of thD 
figure of the mulatto allowed Larsen to negotiate issues of race as 
they were articulated by both white and black. However, Larsen's 
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rep_resentation....Qf..hQ.th race and class are structured through a prism 
( · of_ blac_!<. female sexuality. Lar~e.n recognized that the repress10n of 

l the ~~n.~uaJ_in Afro-American fic;tiordri' re-sp-onse totheTOiiglri'stbry 
~J_.the exploitation of black sexuality led to the repress1~n of 
v .... \ ~ssion and the repression or denial of female sexuality and desire. 

But, of course, the repre~~~at_ion o~-~~-~~~~mal~~~.!Y__meant 
risking its definition as primitive and exotic within a racist society. 
Larsen attempted to embody but could not hope to resolve these 
contradictions in her representation of Helga as a sexual being, 
making Helga the first truly se.:rnal black female protagonist in 
Afro-American ficJlon. Racist sexual ideologies proclaimed the 
black woman to be ·a rampant sexual being, and in response black 
women writers ,either focused on defending their morality or dis
placed sexuality onto another terrain. Larsen confronted this denial 

~ directly in her fiction. Helza consistently attempted to deny her 
~ ~ensuality and repress her sexual desir~s, and the result is tragedy. 

Each of the crises of the text centered on 'Se;~al desire until the 
conclusion of the novel, wh~re control oyer her body was denied 
Hel a and her s · ed to its biological capacity to 
bear children. Helga's four children represented her entrapmen a 
she was unable to desert them; her fifth child represented her 
certain death. -

Larsen offered her readers few avenues of resolution. Liberation 
through money that allowed Helga to explore Europe-the "Old 
World," white "civilization"-as an alternative to the United States 
was rejected as a viable alternative. The figure of the mulatto 
allowed Larsen's protagonist to ask why her future should be yoked 
to a despised social group, but living in a white world was no 
alternative. Readers are left with the unresolvable. Harlem was 
simultaneously represented as a black city which appeared ~o allow 
for the unfettered possibilities of black cultural expression and as a 
cage or ghetto. The novel closes with a representation of "the fol(" 
but they were not represented as a positive alternative to the bl~ck 
urban elite. The rural community was bound together through 'its 
allegiance to the black preacher, Helga's husband, who appeared as 
an Old Testament patriarch. Unlike Hurston's folk, who were rep
resented as embodying in their culture and language the unique 
"truth" of the· Afro-American experience, Larsen's representation 
of the folk was as the deluded. Their religion, the core of their 
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existence, was the great illusion which robbed them of the crudest 
truths. In a passage of bitter denunciation, Helga concluded that 
religion 

ailed the whole Negro race in America, this fatuous belief in the white 
man's God, this childlike trust in full compensation for all woes and 
privations in "kingdom come." ... [It] bound them to slavery, then to 
poverty and insult, and made them bear it unresistingly, uncomplain
ingly almost, by sweet promises of mansions in the sky by and by. (297) 

In the country, among the folk, Helga felt only suffocation and a 
·great loathing. It was the moment of her greatest oppression and 
degradation. Chained to her children, she was engulfed by the 
quicksand while she dreamed of "freedom and cities." 

It is imp9rtant that Larsen returned her readership to the urban 
landscape and refused a romantic evocation of the folk, for in this 
movement she stands as a precursor not only to Richard Wright 
and Ralph Ellison· but to a neglected strand of Afro-American 
women's fiction. In the search for a tradition of black women 
writers of fiction, a pattern has been established from Alice Walker 
back through Zora Neale Hurston which represents the rural folk 
as bearers of Afro-American history and preservers of Afro-Ameri
can culture. This construction of a tradition of black women writ
ing has effectively marginalized the fictional urban confrontation of 
race, class, and sexuality that was to follow Quicksand: Ann Petry's 
The Street ( 1946); Dorothy West's The Living Is Easy ( 1948); Gwen
dolyn Brooks's Maud Martha (1951); and the work of Toni Morri
son.18 Afro-American cultural and literary history should not 
create and glorify a limited vision, a vision which in its romantic 
evocation of the rural and the folk avoids some of the most crucial 
and urgent issues of cultural struggle-a struggle that Larsen, 
Petr~, West, Brooks, and Morrison recognized would have to be 
faced in the cities, the home of the black working class. 
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